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Abstract
The work of student affairs professionals has been happening since the inception of
western higher education. The profession has shifted a great deal since that time, with an
emphasis now on student affairs professionals as ‘educators’ alongside their faculty
counterparts. Regardless of change, research has consistently demonstrated the impact
student affairs can have on the experiences of students and colleges as a whole. Given the
emergence of identity-as-educator, for these professionals to best continue their work, it
is imperative to understand how they understand and make sense of this professional
identity. This research was a phenomenological study to understand how mid-level
student affairs professionals at mid-to-large sized, non-profit, public, four-year
universities make sense of their roles. Data was collected from 12 participants who took
part in three interviews each. Data analysis adhered to conventional steps for
phenomenology, including horizontalization, clusters of meaning, and themes. In total,
951 significant statements emerged from the data that generated four themes: What it
means to be an educator, how student affairs professionals’ identities develop, what
student affairs professionals accomplish in their work, and aspirations for student affairs
professionals. Within these themes, nuances and major topics that were elevated included
more than a job, educator function, educator ethos, lifelong professional identity
ii

development, support towards academic success, holistic education distinct from
academics, lacking connection with the profession, and imposter syndrome as educators.
Collectively, the research found that the participants do identify as educators, in line with
the leading organizations, but found educator to be a complicated word that has led to
many of the participants feeling undervalued as educators, if not outright denied the title
altogether. Implications and recommendations are made across three key aspects of the
participants’ lives to better foster and cultivate identity-as-educator for student affairs
professionals: the theoretical idea of ‘educator,’ the student affairs educator, and the
student affairs educator’s environment.
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Chapter One: Introduction
“Yes! Please, make sure to send that my way when you are done with it,” a student
affairs colleague said in response to hearing about this dissertation topic. “It’s so
frustrating when we’re seen as something less than faculty. We’re educators too!”
When one typically thinks about college, the standard notion is that learning is taking
place inside the classroom and not-learning is happening outside of the classroom. It is
from illustrious faculty, endowed chairs, and prestigious professors that students are to
acquire the knowledge that will propel them into new lives beyond their times as
students. Sure, outside of class may present opportunities to learn from mistakes, make
friends, and have new experiences, but the education that a college degree symbolizes
takes place in the formalized, assessment-laden happenings contained in the spans of
mesters, marked by finals and singular letters. Oh yes, that is what tuition and fees are
really all about.
But perhaps not. Perhaps there is something intentionally ‘educational’ about the notlearning as well as the learning. After all, for the student affairs professional in the
opening quote to describe herself as an ‘educator,’ such a noun certainly presents a
different motif than ‘coordinator,’ ‘advisor,’ or ‘director.’ It is inherent that any college
is filled with ‘educators,’ and yet the idea of student affairs professionals - coordinators,
advisors, and directors - being educators, as demonstrated by the opening quote, is clearly
not as inherent. Given the amount of time students do spend outside of the classroom
1

engaging in student affairs work, one would hope that the work taking place across the
college, both in and out of the classroom, would be educational in nature, more often than
not being performed by educators.
The root of this pontificating is that little is understood about who is engaging in
student affairs work. Such absence of knowledge comes in light of there having been a
fundamental shift in the nature of the field of student affairs work. And in spite of these
difficulties and shortcomings, research continues to demonstrate the power of
engagement for a student’s holistic success both during and beyond college (e.g. Astin,
1985; Vianden, 2015). It is for these reasons that this investigation into identity of student
affairs professionals, particularly identity-as-educator, was undertaken. But beyond that,
it is for student affairs professionals to have the language to articulate what it means for
them to be educators to be able to best define their place in the higher education
landscape.
Research Problem and Significance
The work of student affairs has been around for as long as western higher education
(Springer, Terenzini, Pascarella, & Nora, 1995). Along with the overall development of
the landscape of higher education (Anderson, Johnson, & Saha, 2002; Macfarlane, 2011),
so too has the student affairs profession grown at colleges and universities across the
United States (Springer et al., 1995). It has been shown time and time again that student
affairs professionals (across all aspects of higher education) have positive impacts on the
student experience, both in and out of the classroom, and both during and beyond a
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student’s undergraduate years (Astin, 1985; Kuh, Schuh, Whitt, & Associates, 1991;
Vianden, 2015).
Given the positive impact that effective student affairs work can have, it is vital to the
overall success of students that student affairs professionals are best equipped and trained
to do their work well. Often, this includes completion of robust graduate programs in
college administration and student development theory (Graham, 2012). However, due to
the aforementioned changing nature of higher education (Anderson, Johnson, & Saha,
2002; Macfarlane, 2011), these professionals are now tasked with and undertake
objectives generally thought of as those of traditional ‘educators,’ i.e., faculty (Cheng,
2017; Graham, 2012; Whitchurch, 2008), objectives such as the development of learning
outcomes and assessment scales for measuring success; even the language surrounding
their work explicitly describes them as “educators” and their work as “educational”
(ACPA, 2018; Whitchurch, 2008). Such a shift has undoubtedly resulted in an alteration
of the work and identities of student affairs professionals, (Ibarra, 1999), with identity-aseducator potentially taking on new meaning for them and the people around them.
There is a small body of research into identity for student affairs professionals (e.g.
Vaccaro, 2012; Whitchurch, 2006; Whitchurch, 2008). However, even sparser research
has been conducted regarding how student affairs professionals operationalize the
identity of ‘educator’ that has increased in prominence with the higher education changes
(Cheng, 2017; Graham, 2012; Whitchurch, 2008). This is an important notion to
understand given the prevalence of identity on an individual’s performance and
satisfaction with personal and professional life (Ashford & Mael, 1989; Ibarra, 1999;
3

Lodahl & Kejner, 1965). Failure to understand this emergent identity for student affairs
professionals has potential ramifications for the effectiveness of student affairs
professionals in their work, and thereby to the experiences and successes of students they
are charged with serving (Whitchurch, 2006).
Study Purpose
The purpose of this study was to understand how identity-as-educator is
operationalized for mid-level student affairs professionals at mid-to-large sized, public,
non-profit, four-year universities. For this research, identity was understood as the
beliefs, traits, and attributes exhibited by the participants (Ibarra, 1999) and how these
characteristics fit into common philosophical traditions in education. Regarding identity,
there was a specific emphasis on professional identity as, in general, that is a subject of
much research and plays a prominent role in one’s life. This is discussed in more detail in
chapter two.
Theoretical Framework
This research was an investigation into identity. It embraced holism as a way to
understand anything; that is, the whole of any thing is greater than the sum of its parts
(Aristotle & Ross, 1981). Such an idea explains the importance of understanding:
individual components of a whole identity; student affairs as a part of education; and
education as a part of society. The research explored how student affairs professionals
make sense of their roles and the degree to which these individuals feel connected with
and committed to identity-as-educator. As such, Marcia’s Identity Status Theory (1966)
was used as a primary theoretical framework as it is about distinguishing the level for
4

which an individual has consciously chosen and made sense of any individual identity.
The theory does this based on questioning if a person has ever experienced crises relative
to the identity, and if the person has spent time contemplating the meaning of the identity.
Once both factors are considered, that specific identity can have a status applied to it to
understand how the person sits with that identity (Marcia, 1966). The theory was
developed while working with adolescents, but it has since been demonstrated to be
applicable to adults, as well (Hardy & Kisling, 2006). Further details of the theory,
subsequent understanding of ‘crisis,’ and the four statuses of the theory are further
discussed in chapter two.
Research Questions
•

How do student affairs professionals define their role?

•

How do student affairs professionals understand their role as educators?
o How do student affairs professionals understand others’ educator roles in
comparison to their own educator role?

Research Design and Methodology Overview
Table 1: Research Questions, Variables/Outcomes, and Analysis
Research Question

Variables/Outcomes

Analysis

How do student affairs
professionals define their
role?

Professional identity; what
sense student affairs
professionals make of it

Qualitative:
Phenomenology via
Interviews

How do student affairs
professionals understand
their role as educators?

Self-view as educator; how
student affairs
professionals view
themselves as educators

Qualitative:
Phenomenology via
Interviews

5

Researcher Positionality
An essential element of conducting a phenomenological study is for the researcher to
epoche, or bracket, the phenomenon being studied. This practice helps create distance
between the researcher’s experiences, perspectives, and beliefs about the research,
thereby creating a more objective lens for the research to more freshly interpret the
experiences of participants (Moustakas, 1994). This section details that effort.
First and foremost, I do consider myself to be a student affairs professional. From a
credential perspective, I hold a master’s degree in educational leadership and policy
studies; from an experiential perspective, I have worked in student affairs for
approximately nine years in many areas, including Residence Life, Greek Life, academic
success, student activities, and student government. I have attended many conferences,
given numerous presentations, and volunteered on various committees. On paper, I am
absolutely a student affairs professional.
I ventured down this path because of my undergraduate experiences in student
affairs, although I really didn’t do so with the intention of entering the field. During my
undergraduate years, my true home during college was with the recreational sports
program. As a participant, I loved the relationships I made and the competition I
engaged in. As an employee, I enabled others to enjoy sport; I also learned a great deal
about leadership and integrity. I legitimately spent nearly 30 hours per week working and
just as many hours per week participating.
After college, I pursued my master’s program because I believed I wanted to lead a
recreational sports division. I entered the program assuming I would enjoy my
6

assistantship in intramural sports and simply put up with my classes. However, it was the
other way around: I found myself being stimulated by talk of student development theory
and the higher education landscape and being disinterested from my work coordinating
officials and proofreading captains’ meetings documents. It was after this I began
looking into more direct routes for student affairs. I held a second graduate assistantship
with another department and sought out numerous practica and internships. I must add,
though, that throughout my time in graduate school, I was more engaged in recreational
sports, i.e., student affairs, than ever before. I would even go as far as to say some of my
fondest memories of graduate school and in life are related to intramurals while in
graduate school. Yacup, Walker, Titus - here’s looking at you fellas.
Upon graduating, I was employed in Residence Life, the ground-zero of student
affairs professionals. I was in the trenches, experiencing all there was to experience as a
professional. I was applying theory learned in class. I was harnessing new knowledge
and skills. I was in it.
The question is if I was ever truly an ‘educator?’ What walk was I walking, and what
talk was I talking? I had heard and read multiple times that I was an ‘educator.’ I crafted
learning outcomes for much of my work, that much is sure. But to me, being an
‘educator’ always felt secondary to my role as a leader and as an administrator.
Assessing programs, supervising teams, fiscal and human resources, preparing living
spaces… All of these things I did as an administrator, albeit one with an educational lens
and deep knowledge of student development. I felt like I was a leader supporting
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education with an ‘educational’ perspective on what it means to lead, supervise, and
manage. Perhaps that made me an educator?
It is only now after three years of classes dedicated to curriculum and instruction that
I truly see myself as something more akin to an educator, because before this I really
didn’t know what education even was. I now know how people learn; this is in contrast to
how people develop, a major topic of my master’s degree. They are distinct things,
specifically differentiated in multiple guiding documents for the student affairs
profession. I feel privileged to understand both and believe it makes me a better, more
complete higher education administrator, let alone a student affairs professional. But, in
a role where most of my time is spent with tasks such as supervision, data analysis,
budget acquisition, and program assessment, I still wonder if I and others see myself as
an ‘educator.’
I shall end this with a question: what makes someone an ‘educator?’ A portion of this
proposal attempts to make sense of this by considering philosophical traditions in
education, but what is it that makes someone an ‘educator?’ Is it simply one’s place of
occupation, and a maintenance person who works in a school qualifies? Is it the act of
transferring knowledge, and a sales-person informing would-be customers about a
product qualifies? Is it knowledge of teaching theory and practices, and new (and
sometimes veteran) professors with little pedagogical knowledge do not qualify? Is it a
mindset, and any random person who ignorantly embraces a self-identity of ‘educator’
qualifies? I suppose those questions are why phenomenology resonated with me in the
first place: people that may or may not agree with the identity of ‘educator’ have to
8

embrace it because that is who they are told they are, but how do they collectively make
sense of the identity? I do hope to find out from this research.
Research’s Initial Strengths
A strength of this study was that it was novel: generally speaking, there was an
abundant research into identity (broadly speaking), but little published research related to
identity for student affairs professionals; furthermore, no published studies from peerreviewed journals were found that specifically investigated identity-as-educator within
student affairs professionals (see Chapter Two for details related to the systematic review
of literature). Another strength of the study was that it had real-world applications, as the
findings had capacity to inform academic programs and supervisors as to how to best
cultivate student affairs professionals as educators, thereby enhancing their capacity to
effectively serve in their roles. Regarding the methodology, a strength of the study was
that the topic and purpose were well-suited for the chosen qualitative design (see Chapter
Three for details related to the methodology).
Research’s Initial Limitations
A limitation of this study was its broad nature - it was not focused on a specific
population any more narrow than ‘mid-level student affairs professionals’ at particular
higher education institutions. Future studies may build off of this to explore more
particular populations or regions within the broader scope. Another limitation was that it
had a small sample size as the research was a qualitative study using primarily
phenomenological methods (Creswell, 2013; see Chapter Three for details related to the
methodology). Such a small sample size limits generalizability, and although this is
9

characteristic of qualitative methodology, in general (Creswell, 2013), it is still worth
noting, and future studies on the topic may utilize a larger sample size for more
generalizable information. The lack of previous research, while a strength because of the
corresponding novelty of this research, was also a limiting factor due to a lack of direct
guidance for this research (see Chapter Two for details related to the systematic review of
literature). Finally, a limiting factor was the brief timing and scope over which this
project was conducted (see Chapter Three for details related to the methodology). Future
studies may benefit from deeper dives of individuals through longitudinal or narrative
methods. Further analysis regarding limitations of the study and topics for further
research can be found in Chapter Five.
Introduction Summary
This research sought to understand how student affairs professionals understand their
professional roles with a particular focus on identity-as-educator. This is particularly
important given the impact student affairs professionals have on the experiences and
development of students, and the prevalence of identity as a factor in an individual’s
overall life. Identity was specifically understood through Marcia’s Identity Status Theory
(Marcia, 1966) which considers identities in terms of the crises and commitments that
lead to the adoption/rejection of those identities. Research was qualitative, making use of
phenomenology as the primary investigation method.
The following two chapters provide additional information on the context of this
research via a comprehensive review of literature (Chapter Two) and more details
regarding the exact steps taken for data collection and analysis (Chapter Three). Chapter
10

Four provides a detailed look at the participants and the data that was collected through
the interview process, including direct answers to the research questions. Finally, Chapter
Five provides interpretations and implications for the research, along with limitations and
topics for further research.
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Chapter Two: Review of Literature
This research addressed the question of how student affairs professionals make sense
of their role, emphasizing understanding identity-as-educator. As with any research, there
is a great deal of background knowledge necessary to properly understand the context of
the research and its significance. This chapter provides the reader with important context
by articulating the following points:
•

student affairs professionals have immense positive impact on students and,
therefore, higher education institutions as a whole;

•

the nature of student affairs professionals’ roles has changed since its inception,
moving from that of ‘administrators’ to ‘educators;’

•

traditional educational philosophies and leading organizations in higher education
provide frameworks to understand the modern identity-as-educator of student
affairs professionals.

•

understanding shifts in identities - such as the one that has occurred in student
affairs - is necessary, as identity is an integral aspect of an individual’s success
and satisfaction in all areas of life, including work; and

•

published research on identity for student affairs professionals, particularly
professional identity, including identity-as-educator, of mid-level student affairs
professionals, is sparse.
12

This review of literature demonstrates that the present failure to properly understand
and cultivate the modern identity of ‘educator’ in student affairs professionals negatively
impacts student affairs professionals’ ability to thrive, and therefore negatively impacts
students and higher education institutions collectively, a shortcoming the proposed
research seeks to rectify.
Impact of Student Affairs Work
First and foremost, the field of student affairs is one worth understanding in depth as
student affairs professionals have immense positive impacts on students and universities.
Formal research began in the 1960’s on the impact of student affairs work on students
and institutions (Brubacker & Rudy, 1976; Horowitz, 1987), and its importance is ever
more present today than before. In today’s education climate of shrinking budgets and
increasing accountability, student affairs must demonstrate its value on college campuses,
a challenge well met via repeated demonstrations of the positive impacts it has on
students (e.g. Astin, 1985; Kuh, Schuh, Whitt, & Associates, 1991; Moore, Lovell,
McGain, & Wyrick, 1998; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Vianden, 2015). Modern
student affairs work aligns with educators, psychologists (e.g. Chickering & Reisser,
1993; King & Kitchener, 1994; Long, 2012; Vygotsky, 1978), and the field of student
affairs who contend that learning and development are not the same and that “individuals
may not have the capacity to learn if required developmental process have not occurred”
(Long, 2012, p. 20).
Over the past 50 years, studies demonstrate that effective student affairs work has the
potential to impact students in a wide variety of ways. “Participation in campus clubs,
13

organizations, and recreation programs… [and] taking part in campus governance… are
all ways to increase student involvement and they work” (Webb, 1986, p. 8). Particular
aspects of the student experience that benefit from engagement include academic
performance and retention/matriculation.
For the purposes of this research, student engagement (synonymous with the term
‘participation’ and ‘involvement’ for this proposal) will be considered from the
multidimensional perspectives provided by Groccia and Hunter (2012) that characterizes
engagement across behavioral, affective, and cognitive dimensions. This clarification is
necessary as student engagement is a term that has been applied to varying definitions
(e.g. Groccia, 2018; Groccia & Hunter, 2012; Kuh, 2009). Each involves students
participating in activities in and out of formal educational settings. The definition of
engagement for this research is founded on the notion that learning, the essence of
student engagement, requires “educational practices that engage students across
disciplinary boundaries in learning experiences that tackle real problems, allow for
application of course content to those problems, and lead to sustained intellectual growth
and a heightened sense of personal responsibility” (Groccia & Hunter, 2012, p. 13). It is
because of this definition of engagement grounded in learning that it was selected for this
research, as there are clear connections between it and the idea that student affairs work is
about education for students.
The three dimensions of engagement - behavioral, affective, and cognitive - are best
understood in application. Students should engage with persistence (behavioral); there
should be interest resulting in motivation, enjoyment, and commitment (affective); and
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there should be mental activity paired with processing linking experiences together
(cognitive). This means that not all experiences by students count as engagement. For
example, merely attending an event is not engagement; on the other hand, attending the
event and intentionally reflecting upon the event afterwards would certainly count as
engagement. There may even be times and events when one dimension is being positively
engaged while others are being negatively engaged. Ultimately, it is the culmination of
engagement across the various dimensions that leads to growth, change, and development
in students (Groccia & Hunter, 2012).
Academic Success (and Beyond)
One primary outcome of student engagement is improved academic performance.
Research conducted by King and Kitchener (1994) that compared student engagement
levels with academic success demonstrated enhanced cognition and overall achievement
for engaged students. This echoed work done by Astin (1985) who concluded that “the
greater the student’s involvement in college, the greater will be the amount of student
learning and personal development” (p. 36). The improvements extend beyond simply
GPA. Students who are engaged tend to be capable of focusing for longer periods of time
and memorizing information with fewer repetitions (Astin, 1993; Dunkel, Bray, &
Wofford, 1989; Moore, Lovell, McGain, & Wyrick, 1998).
These trends towards academic excellence as a result of engagement are
demonstrated time and time again in multiple settings and timeframes. Pascarella and
Terenzini (1991) conducted research at multiple mid-sized institutions and found
statistically significant differences between engaged and unengaged students. In multiple
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studies, statistically significant correlations between increased GPA and orientation
engagement were found, as well (Boudreau & Kromrey, 1994; Glass & Garrett, 1995).
Patterns such as these linking engagement to academic success continue to justify the
time, effort, and energy placed on strong student affairs programs (Moore, Lovell,
McGain, & Wyrick, 1998).
Even beyond the college setting, involvement has been tied to a student’s success as
an employee post-graduation. Albrecht, Carpenter, and Sivo (1994) specifically found
that recruiters in education and language arts prefer hiring students who have high
engagement and medium GPA’s over students with medium engagement and high
GPA’s. Even engineering recruiters express high value on college engagement (although
GPA was shown to be of higher value in this particular field). These recruiters cite
exposure to diversity and leadership (among others) as reasons for these recruiting and
hiring decisions (Albrecht, Carpenter, & Sivo, 1994). Trends such as these, including
increased marketability, leadership skills, and job placement potential are consistently
found to be associated with college engagement (Astin, 1993; Dunkel, Bray, & Wofford,
1989; Howard, 1986; Nash, Rosson, & Schoemer, 1973; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991;
Vianden, 2015); such trends may very well fall by the wayside without properly
addressing and understanding the individuals responsible for the programming to begin
with.
Retention
Another primary area connected with engagement is retention. A subject of great
importance to all parties involved in higher education, retention, that is the rate of
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students who enter into a school and graduate from that school (or the equivalent of, such
as transferring to a four-year school from a two-year school). Without a doubt, retention
is an important metric for schools as it provides information about success rates and
overall satisfaction at the institution (Vianden, 2015). There is a substantial body of work
that links the work of student affairs to increased retention.
Positively correlated patterns between retention and engagement have been found for
many decades. Hanks and Ecklund (1976), through analysis of student transcripts and
interviews, found “collegiate social participation had a statistically significant positive
effect on education attainment for both men and women” (p. 391). Findings were echoed
by Stoecker, Pascarella, and Wolfe (1988) who found involvement on a college campus
led to higher aspirations and ambitions of both the students’ present academic
undertakings and graduate school. This work continued into the 90’s by research
conducted by Tinto (1993) and Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) who discovered positive
trends between retention and involvement. Such research reinforces the power student
affairs work can have on students’ collegiate experiences and the notion that
understanding the individuals involved in the work is pivotal to the ongoing success of
students and universities.
Recent studies focus on the more nuanced phenomenon of how students’ overall
perceptions of a school (an element linked to retention, [Vianden, 2015]) could be tied to
relationships with student affairs staff members. Vianden’s (2015) research across
multiple universities with students regarding their perceptions of the universities
suggested strong links between the students and student affairs professionals. The
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students claimed that a strong part of their positive perceptions of the institution hinged
on relationships with staff members. Among the 58 students, there was a high correlation
between general intent to stay at the university and relationships with staff members.
These findings echoed prior research on relationships with staff and retention (Martin &
Seifert, 2011; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Schreiner, Noel, Anderson, & Cantwell,
2011), the culmination of which has demonstrated increased retention due to relationships
with staff members for numerous groups of students, particularly at-risk student
populations. This is suggestive of staff members being creators of communities for
students beyond their somewhat pre-selected communities, such as courses and residence
halls (Vianden, 2015), a notion that further emphasizes the importance of highperforming student affairs professionals.
Student Affairs Impact Conclusion
Student affairs work has measurable potential to positively impact students’ learnings
and experiences, outcomes that most certainly transcend any historical notions of student
affairs professionals simply serving as ‘administrators.’ These trends have been shown to
exist for decades and continue to persist, perhaps now more so than ever as the student
body continues to grow and diversify. “Involvement in high quality out-of-class
experiences contributes to the learning, development, and satisfaction” for students
(Whitt, 1994, p. 312), all outcomes colleges strive for in today’s age of increased
demands and shrinking budgets. Therefore, it is beneficial for higher education
institutions and students, alike, for student affairs professionals to be prepared and set up

18

for success as best as possible which cannot come about without a comprehensive
understanding of student affairs professionals’ identities (as this proposal seeks to do).
Changing Roles of Student Affairs Across Time
The underlying notion of this proposal is that the field of student affairs has shifted
immensely since its inception. This section demonstrates the field’s change from initially
considering itself independent from the task of ‘education’ to the presently held view that
the field is one of education and the professionals of the field are, themselves, ‘educators’
in a similar vein as their faculty colleagues.
Emergence of Student Affairs
The makeup of university personnel is drastically different than it once was. Any
contemporary higher education institution has a wide array of personnel, including
faculty, staff, and administrators. This is a relatively new phenomenon because, in the
beginning, American higher education institutions were composed almost exclusively of
faculty (Springer at al., 1995). However, that is not to suggest that the work taking place
at early higher education institutions such as Harvard and William & Mary was
exclusively academic-focused and in the classroom. On the contrary, tasks involving
student development, care, and discipline were, indeed, happening, albeit they were being
handled by the professors, themselves, as peripheral activities (Leonard, 1956).
A review of documents surrounding higher education clearly demonstrates that the
work of student affairs has been happening since the inception of American universities.
“Historically, American colleges and universities have had a broad educational mission
encompassing more than intellectual development” (Springer et al., 1995, p. 5). These
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early faculty realized that students would better thrive with out-of-class organized
activities (Astin, 1985) and thus began basic offerings such as athletics and clubs
(Brubacker & Rudy, 1976; Horowitz, 1987). While these services were typically run out
of faculty offices and even their living domiciles (a far cry from modern notions of
administrative buildings and individual departments), they were happening, and the
benefits were felt by the students and the faculty (Springer et al., 1995).
This model of the professors handling the student affairs tasks of the institutions
worked effectively in the early days of American higher education. Faculty were capable
of balancing their classroom and teaching demands with the administrative and nonteaching requirements for maintaining a fruitful environment for their students
(Horowitz, 1987). However, as colleges and universities grew and became accessible to
more people, the teaching demands of the professors also increased, often resulting in the
seemingly peripheral student affairs work falling to the wayside (Springer et al., 1995).
The professors recognized, though, the benefits that these opportunities were providing
for their students, both to the students as intellectuals and to the students as developing
adults, ideas echoed by modern day psychologists and educators (e.g. Vygotsky, 1978;
King & Kitchener, 1994; Long, 2012). On an even more basic level, the faculty
acknowledged their dwindling ability to act as stand-in parents for their students, a
necessary role for providing guidance and attention to the students (Hirt, 2007; Evans,
1998). As a result, these early faculty began hiring non-faculty employees to help with
this work, culminating in the first student affairs professionals joining colleges in the
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early 1900’s (Springer et al., 1995). Such a model quickly became the norm across
American higher education (Horowitz, 1987).
While they went by different names across institutions, student affairs professionals
were brought in with a clear objective: take on the necessary work happening outside of
the classroom so that faculty could focus on their primary role of educating students
inside the classroom (Horowitz, 1987). No longer were faculty dealing with areas such as
counseling, clubs, and discipline, and they were able to spend more time on more
traditional educational endeavors (American Council on Education, 1937; Brubacker &
Rudy, 1976). Instead, it was the newly minted set of staff members providing these
services for students, thereby enhancing faculty’s capacity to educate and fulfill the
missions of the universities (Brubacker & Rudy, 1976) and creating a distinction between
those educating and those supporting.
Formation of the Field
The field of student affairs - and the members of said field - emerged and developed
over the next century. As more and more schools adopted the model of faculty and staff,
the profession grew across the higher education landscape. Although disjoint in the
beginning (Horowitz, 1987), the field (then called Student Personnel) formally emerged
in the 1930’s with guidelines created by the American Council on Education (1937) titled
The Student Personnel Services Point of View. This council and subsequent document is
considered the foundation of the field of student affairs and its content helps characterize
the beginning and present state of the field.
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To establish a formal field, this council began with collective ideas and common
language. The council attempted to add unity to the profession by applying the title of
‘student personnel officers’ to employees engaged in the work focused on student
development outside of the classroom setting. The council began with the underlying
philosophy that there must be an emphasis “upon the development of the student as a
person rather than upon his intellectual training alone” (p. 1) in higher education. Beyond
philosophy and titles, the council also listed the functional areas of the work of student
personnel officers, including relaying information to prospective students, orienting
students to the educational environment, coordinating with students’ families, helping
students find work after college, running housing and meal programs, maintaining extracurricular activities, developing religious and social life for students, keeping records,
and maintaining student morale. It also advised student personnel officers on how to
coordinate with constituents within and between institutions and within and between
local personnel associations. Finally, the council called for research to be conducted and
resources to be made available (American Council on Education, 1937).
The language describing the individuals engaged in this work and of the work, itself,
presents a clear delineation between ‘educators’ and the members of this newly
established field. The Student Personnel Services Point of View in 1937 does refer to
‘educational officers’ (p. 1); however, the prevalent language is that of ‘student personnel
officers’ who provided services as ‘educational functions’ (p. 3) of the institutions. The
document does not refer to student personnel officers as ‘educators,’ and furthermore, the
document explicitly delineates between ‘educators’ and student personnel officers. That
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is to say, student personnel officers were seen as serving a function other than
‘educating.’
Regarding a manuscript for the purpose of spreading information to other people
about the work of student personnel officers:
The purpose of this volume would be to inform administrators, faculty, and the general
public of the complex human problems that are involved in education. Stressing
scholarship and intellectual development, educators frequently take for granted or
actually overlook the philosophy which we have herein before called the student
personnel point of view. (American Council on Education, 1937, p. 11, emphasis added)
Such a distinction clearly delineates between those engaged in educational activities,
i.e., faculty, and those engaged in support services, i.e., student personnel officers.
The principles and philosophies provided by this council served as the primary
doctrine for the beginning of the profession. It was not until 1949 that the American
Council of Education convened again to provide new ideas for student personnel officers.
Similar in nature to its 1937 counterpart, the American Council of Education of 1949
provided philosophical language, objectives and goals for student personnel workers (as
they were referred to at that time), elements of effective student personnel programs, and
additional calls for research. In the corresponding document (American Council on
Education, 1949), student personnel workers are referred to as ‘educators’ by name: “As
educators, our attention should be focused upon the social forces on the institution itself,
which also provide learning experiences for the student;” (p. 20) albeit references of this
nature are few. The shift from ‘administrators’ to ‘educators’ thus began, albeit there was
still a great deal of work to be done.
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However, despite the name, it was the essence of the work that lacked ‘educator’
notions for the professionals of the field. Like its predecessor, the 1949 document also
provides the types of work to be accomplished by student personnel workers. Throughout
these descriptions of functions and services to be provided by student personnel workers,
language such as ‘teaching,’ ‘educating,’ and ‘learning,’’ is not present, language found
frequently in modern doctrine defining student affairs professionals as
‘educators.’ Furthermore, this document speaks to the work of student personnel workers
as ‘conditioning’ (p. 21) the success of a student by providing orientation, carefully
admitting students, managing living facilities, providing social opportunities, promoting
healthy living, providing personal and financial counseling, advising career opportunities,
and promoting safe sex practices. It is this notion of ‘conditioning’ that lends itself to the
perspectives on student affairs work at the time: while it was valued, undeniably, the
outcomes of student affairs work was merely a means to enabling the students to
accomplish their true goals of learning and being educated.
While the language certainly moved towards acknowledging student personnel
workers as educators, the nature of the description for their work (as previously
referenced) was that providing learning experiences for students was a byproduct of their
primary work: focusing upon the social forces on the institution itself. Education as a side
effect was clearly articulated by the document, both in terms of direct language and by the
descriptions of their functions on campus. All of this was still a far-cry from the present
view, but the progress of the time is undeniable.
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Present Context for Student Affairs
The content of the American Council on Education of 1949 persisted and evolved,
ultimately leading to the ‘educator’ stance of modern student affairs. Most recent context
for the field can be found via the joint effort of the National Association of Student
Personnel Administrators (NASPA) and the American College Personnel Association
(ACPA) via the publication Learning Reconsidered (2004). As the primary national
organizations of the field, such a publication holds much weight regarding current
philosophies and beliefs, particularly the language and philosophies revolving around
education.
It is immediately clear that the language of the field has continued connecting student
affairs professionals (as the document refers to them as) with being educators. The
document calls for ‘transformative education’ (p. 1) by building upon “previous
statements that focused primarily on student affairs as a profession...” and highlights “...
the current and future praxis of student affairs and affirms the commitments of student
affairs to educating the whole student” (p. 1, italics in original document). Student affairs
professionals are referred to as ‘student affairs educators’ (p. 1) and simply ‘educators’
throughout much of the document. Even beyond simply redefining language for
describing the field, the document provides its own definition for ‘learning’ in a higher
education context, assigning educating and learning as fundamental aspects of the student
affairs profession:
We do not say learning and development because we do not want to suggest that learning
and student development are fundamentally different things, or that one does, or could,
occur without the other. Nor do we specify separate, distinct, or categorical learning (in
the pure academic sense) and development objectives and outcomes [for clarity’s sake,
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that is to say learning and development objectives/outcomes are not distinct]. Here we
work to bring our terminology, and our way of understanding what student affairs
professionals contribute to student outcomes, in line with the findings of current learning
research and with our own empirical observations about how learning (as complex
integrated process) occurs among today’s students. (ACPA & NASPA, 2004, p. 2,
emphasis in original document)
This type of language persists throughout the 43 page document. The future of the
field is defined in terms of ‘learning outcomes,’ ‘educational goals,’ ‘educational
paradigms,’ and ‘curriculum,’ a stark contrast from the differentiated position of staff
members from educators in the original document.
The drastic shift from where the field was previously to where it is envisioned to go is
no more apparent than a statement that specifically addresses the changes:
Clearly, learning is far more rich and complicated than some of our predecessors realized
when they distinguished and separated learning from student life. Seeing students as their
component parts (body, mind, spirit), rather than as an integrated whole, supported the
emergence of fragmented college systems and structures - academic affairs to cultivate
the intellect, and student affairs to tend the body, emotions, and spirit. (ACPA &
NASPA, 2004, p. 3)
This statement is a clear acknowledgement that the profession now sees itself as an
integrated partner to the more traditional ‘educators’ of academic affairs in the endeavor
towards student success and development. Such a change must undoubtedly also be
accompanied by a change in the identities of those working in the field.
Learning Reconsidered goes on to outline areas of student affairs, echoing many of
the same roles and responsibilities as previously noted in prior guiding documents.
However, while the functions of most student affairs work is still approximately the
same, at least in title (e.g. residence life, advising), the language of the descriptions is
certainly reflective of the new consideration of the work as that of education as compared
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to previous guiding doctrines (ACPA & NASPA, 2004). Such language has continued to
thrive and expand in subsequent documents, such as Learning Reconsidered II and
Assessment Reconsidered, which have continued to grow the narrative that student affairs
professionals are educators. It is apparent that the changes from ‘student personnel’ to
‘supporters of education’ to simply ‘educators’ have taken great steps to where the field
is now, a transition that must be understood to optimize student affairs professionals’
work and their impacts on students and higher education.
Student Affairs Field Conclusion
It is clear that the field of student affairs began via the American Council on
Education in 1937 with the lens that student affairs professionals were different (in title
and work) than ‘educators.’ Over time, the field has changed, particularly surrounding the
language used for the descriptions and assessments of the work. This change has certainly
been for the better, with the field of student affairs transcending mere support
functionality to its present role of bolstering student learning and development. However,
despite the changes, the base-level functions of the profession remain generally the same,
thereby creating a plausible disconnect for the people actually engaging in the work on
the ground level, a disconnect with potential for identity crises and depressions in overall
effectiveness of student affairs professionals.
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Table 2: Key Historical Documents in Student Affairs
Date - Document;
Author

Key Idea

Description of Role

1937 - Student
Clear distinction between
Personnel Point of View, ‘educators’ and ‘student
1937; American Council personnel officers’
on Education

Student Personnel
Officers

1949 - Student
Personnel Point of View,
1949; American Council
on Education

The work of student affairs
professionals as that of
‘conditioning’ success for
students

Student Personnel
Workers

2004 - Learning
Reconsidered; ACPA &
NASPA

Explicitly characterizes
development and learning as
effectively the same things;
learning outcomes integral to
student affairs work

Student Affairs
Professionals/Student
Affairs Educators

Understanding Identity-as-Educator In Student Affairs
The overall purpose of this research is to understand how student affairs professionals
make sense of their role and professional identity. Thus far, this review of literature has
demonstrated that the work of student affairs impacts success of students and higher
education; it has also shown that the perception of student affairs professionals as
educators is a relatively new phenomenon in stark contrast to the profession’s origins. It
is now imperative to understand exactly what is meant by the idea of student affairs
professionals being educators via traditional educational philosophies and the field of
student affairs, itself, as this will provide deepened context for the research and tools for
data analysis.
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Traditional Educational Philosophies
To make sense of the student affairs’ field of expectations for professionals as
educators (to be covered shortly), it is necessary to review the philosophical traditions in
education. This information will play a substantial role in making sense of the primary
research questions once data is collected, as it will be crucial to determine if the actions
and behaviors of participants are in line (or otherwise) with the philosophical tradition
most approximately held by the student affairs field. Such context also provides a
backdrop for understanding how the student affairs profession is framed as a profession
of educators.
There are five major philosophical traditions in education, each with a unique
perspective on what education is and what educators should believe and do: idealism,
realism, pragmatism, existentialism, and postmodernism (Tan, 2006). As noted, these
traditions establish what it means to be an ‘educator’ and will help make sense of how the
field of student affairs characterizes its professionals as ‘educators.’
Idealism
Idealism is an educational tradition with roots in early philosophers such as Plato and
Socrates. Its overarching principle is that “ideas are the only true reality… truth and
values are absolute and universal” (Tan, 2006, p. 22). Idealism’s application to education
is that education should be used for the sake of bolstering intellectual capacity so that
students may better appreciate ideas and principles (Noddings, 2016). The end goal of an
idealism-based school is “to encourage the students to understand the ideas and think for
themselves” (Tan, 2006, p. 23). Schools are settings for discovering truths where the
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daily emphasis should be on cognitive development with the teacher being one worthy of
respect and reverence for knowledge. This environment, though, does run the risk of
neglecting students’ emotional and social needs (Ozmon & Craver, 2003).
Realism
Realism also traces back to classic western philosophers, including Aristotle,
Whitehead, and Russell. However, whereas idealism is grounded in ideas, realism is
founded on the belief “that reality is found in the physical world that we live in, and that
knowledge is gained through reason and experience” (Tan, 2006, p. 24). Science is the
source of knowledge; such knowledge is pivotal towards survival and development.
Regarding education, realism tasks schools with developing students’ skills in reason,
observation, experimentation, and scientific discovery (Noddings, 2016; Tan, 2006),
often with the end-goal of preparing professionals and technicians for real-world work
(Ozmon & Craver, 2003). This philosophy is manifest in tracking, in that a liberal
education in science and arts is reserved for high achieving students while weaker
students are intentionally guided towards vocational work. Teachers are seen as interdisciplinary experts and assessment is vital. Much like idealism, realism also has
potential for ignoring the emotional needs of students; furthermore, realism narrowly
defines standards for excellence and leaves little room for creativity (Noddings, 2016;
Tan, 2006).
Pragmatism
Also known as ‘experimentalism,’ pragmatism is often associated with the work of
people such as Dewey and Pierce. “Pragmatists argue that reality is always changing and
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is dependent on what we observe and experience” (Tan, 2006, p. 26). Knowledge claims
are based on the individual claiming and the particular situations of the moment. An
educational setting grounded in pragmatism encourages students to focus on using
knowledge to achieve desired outcomes and to intentionally seek to help students grow
(Noddings, 2016). Schools “are social institutions to prepare students for democratic
living” (Tan, 2006, p. 26) that emphasize relevant content and activities for the
participants. Students engage in activities, problems, resolutions, and friendships for the
purpose of dealing with a changing reality and directing the course of their own lives
(Gutek, 2004; Noddings, 2016). The teacher is seen as one who “provides a conducive
learning environment, encourages openness and collaboration among the students,
scaffolds the students’ learning, and guides the students in applying their knowledge to
their problems” (Tan, 2006, p. 27). Pragmatism in schools is criticized due to its potential
to devalue acquisition of knowledge and stagnate in-depth exploration of specific
disciplines (Ozmon & Craver, 2003).
Existentialism
‘Existence precedes essence’ is arguably “the most famous expression associated with
existentialism” (Noddings, 2016, p. 62). As the name suggests, existentialism is
“concerned with issues related to one’s existence” (Tan, 2006, p. 27). Existentialists
believe that a person is made and defined by the choices they make and the behaviors
they engage in (Noddings, 2016). A philosophical tradition connected to Kierkegaard and
Nietzche, a school grounded in existentialism holds firm that students should pursue
knowledge related to the human condition and the subsequent choices one makes
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(Ornstein & Levine, 2003). Schools should “provide a broad education with many
options for students to explore, reflect on, and articulate their convictions” (Tan, 2006, p.
27). Teachers do not prescribe answers to problems, and they respect student choices by
creating a learning environment that welcomes reflection, questioning, and dialogue
(Noddings, 2016). Students are viewed as unique, free, and sentient beings where each’s
individuality contributes to serve society. Assessment is individualized and up to the
student (Tan, 2006). Existentialism in schools is criticized for neglecting communitybased thinking and encouraging selfishness (Ozmon & Craver, 2003).
Postmodernism
Described as more of a perspective than a single system of philosophy,
postmodernism has been heralded by the likes of Foucault, Derrida, Giroux, and Bowers.
It is grounded in the notion that historical constructs of truth and reason are simply
rationales and narratives developed by the entrenched male-dominated ruling party to
maintain power (Gutek, 2004; Noddings, 2016): “All claims to knowledge are
constructed by those in power to establish and perpetuate their control over the oppressed
and exploited” (Tan, 2006, p. 29). A school grounded in postmodernism rejects teaching
established knowledge. It instead believes in the goal of empowerment and
transformation by encouraging students to reject the ‘master narratives’ in favor of a
variety of narratives towards students developing their own narratives. Teachers are
focused on helping students understand how common curricular knowledge serves
political ideologies and interests (Ozon & Craver, 2003). “Students are able to recognize
the different constructions of reason and knowledge” (Tan, 2006, p. 30) so as to
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reinterpret, reformulate, and construct identity and history. Critics argue that such a
perspective leaves room for cultural and situational relativism and deemphasizes
academic and ethical standards (Gutek, 2004).
Student Affairs’ Notion of Educator
Having reviewed traditional educational philosophies, the task is to understand how
the student affairs profession makes sense of education and potentially determine if there
is a philosophy that the field’s idea of ‘educator’ best fits with. Learning Reconsidered
(ACPA & NASPA, 2004) is used for this process given its standing as the most recent
document of its nature. Such discovery develops the ‘understood’ meaning of identity-aseducator (from the field’s point of view) that student affairs professionals, ideally, are
reflecting to some degree, and paints the image of what student affairs professionals
should have transitioned into from the field’s origins to its present.
From Learning Reconsidered (ACPA & NASPA, 2004), there are a few key
statements that shed light on the profession’s view on education and learning.
Regarding the profession’s understanding of the ‘educational process:’
We no longer believe that learning is the passive corollary of teaching, or that students
do, or should, simply absorb material presented in lectures and textbooks. The new
concept of learning recognizes the essential integration of personal development with
learning; it reflects the diverse ways through which students may engage, as whole
people with multiple dimensions and unique personal histories, with the tasks and content
of learning. (p. 2, italics in original document)
This statement reflects a belief that learning is an act that incorporates who a person
is, rather than simply the material itself being ‘absorbed.’ It is clear there is an interplay
between the educational process and the individual’s movement through that process.
Such language is reflective of postmodern and pragmatic philosophies of education and is
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suggestive of student affairs professionals being responsible for intentional, informed,
holistically-minded services and programming.
Regarding learning outcomes for higher education:
Students should become empowered through the development of many intellectual and
practical skills; students must take responsibility for their own learning and their
participation in the civic processes of our democracy; and students must become
informed about conditions that affect their lives in the US and as citizens of many wider
communities. (p. 2; underline in original document)
Notice how the learning outcomes highlight capacity and skill for the purpose of
application. While they do call for students to be ‘informed,’ it is clearly connected to
citizenship and democracy. While knowledge is inferred, the statement provides little
direction on what exactly is expected to be learned. Again, notions of pragmatism are
seen. For student affairs professionals, this could manifest in the terms of programming
that pushes students to understand and take responsibility for their place in society, both
presently and in the future.
Regarding the profession’s view on ‘transformative education,’ the descriptor it takes
for the necessary modern style of education:
Transformative education instead places the student’s reflective processes at the core of
the learning experience and asks the student to evaluate both new information and the
frames of reference through which the information acquires meaning… People acquire
their frames of references through the various influences to which they are exposed… (p.
9)
The profession defines the core of the learning process, and thereby education, as the
student’s reflection and evaluation of new information and experiences through the
student’s framework. There is no mention here of the outcome of that
reflection/evaluation, simply that learning is occurring. Once again, postmodernism and
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pragmatism. For student affairs professionals, this must certainly mean intentionally
generating opportunities for students to reflect and evaluate their experiences rather than
simply enabling the experiences, themselves.
While the previous statements shed light on the profession’s views of the educational
environment, one statement in the document put the field’s beliefs on education and
educators clearly into focus:
In the transformative educational paradigm, the purpose of educational involvement is the
evolution of multidimensional identity, including but not limited to cognitive, affective,
behavioral and spiritual development… To support today’s learning outcomes, the focus
of education must shift from information transfer to identity development
(transformation)... [Student affairs professionals] seek identity transformation through
reframing belief and value systems. (p. 9-10, italics in original document)
While it can be argued that specific educational endeavors may accompany the task
of identity development and transformation, this statement makes it clear that the
acquisition of knowledge is not the focus and not enough on its own; it is only through
the evolution of an individual’s identity that learning is achieved, an idea clearly in line
with the educational philosophy of pragmatism. Such a task places great emphasis on
student affairs professionals intentionally allowing novel, developmental, thoughtprovoking experiences for students that transcend merely the act of the students taking
part. Such a task is exceptionally removed from the simple act of providing support
services that the profession started on.
Conclusion
Based on the established educational philosophies and on the characterizations of
student affairs work from the field’s leading organization, this researcher believes that
modern student affairs adheres to pragmatic and postmodern views on education, a far
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cry from the once held view that student affairs professionals were not educators, at all.
Specifically, the profession expects student affairs professionals to be pragmatic in their
enabling of students towards their own reflective and sense-making journeys, but expects
the process to be a postmodern one where students make sense of information based on
their own histories and identities. Understanding this frames how student affairs
professionals should be doing their work, both in mind and in practice, if they wish to
maximize their capacity to positively influence students and higher education. The
question, then, is if student affairs professionals are, indeed, exhibiting actions and beliefs
that are in line with these philosophies? Furthermore, to what degree do these
philosophies permeate their work on a day-to-day basis? This research aimed to address
these questions.
Identity In General
The underlying concept of this research is identity, specifically understanding
identity-as-educator for student affairs professionals. Thus far, this review of literature
has reviewed the origins of student affairs professionals in western higher education. In
that, it showed that a great deal of change has taken place for student affairs professionals
in how they see themselves. In the beginning, student affairs professionals distinguished
themselves from ‘educators;’ presently, the modern take on the profession is highly
engrossed in education, using language and concepts more akin to traditional notions of
education. Such changes were pivotal to fundamental shifts in identity for the profession
and the individuals in it. This section seeks to demonstrate why this shift matters by
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discussing the importance of identity and congruence in identities towards an individual’s
holistic and professional success.
Understanding Identity
Ongoing research regarding identity has been robust across a variety of subjects,
much of which has demonstrated identity’s overarching importance for an individual’s
life (Allison, 1966; Cass, 1979; Chavez & Guido-DeBrito, 1999; Gioia, 1998;
McKendree, 2010; Nimbalkar, 2011; Personal Identity, 1999; Phinney, 1990;
Proshansky, 1978; Reis, Youniss, McIntosh, & Eisemann, 2007; Rivera, Hohman, and
Hohman, 2010; Theill, 2011; Wells, 2000; Wilson et al., 2016; Woodward, 2014). While
the exact nuances of the term ‘identity’ vary from one source to another, the general
definition involves the aspects and meanings of one’s self that stand alone and come
together to make that individual, indeed, that individual and not someone else (Cooley,
1902; Gecas, 1982; Goffman, 1959; Ibarra, 1999; Identity, 2008; Mead, 1934).
The components of one’s identity can be broad and complex and can vary across
theories. The simple “demographic” sense of identity, often characterized as self-concept
(Myers, 2009), generally includes culture, profession, ethnicity, nationality, religion,
gender, and disability, among others (Rivera, Hohman, and Hohman, 2010). These
aspects and meanings are not necessarily always of an individual’s own choosing, as
“identities have long been seen as constructed and negotiated in social interaction”
(Ibarra, 1999, p. 766). Of those identities within self-concept, professional identity will
play an important part in this research, as it is a professional identity that is being
understood by investigating identity-as-educator.
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Professional identity, generally synonymous in this research with one’s role, is about
an individual’s identification with a profession, as characterized by one’s alignment with
ethical standards, values, responsibilities, and roles upheld by the profession (Goltz &
Smith, 2014). Professional identity is “the porous boundaries between one’s personal and
professional self, and the adoption of professional behaviors, values, and norms that
become second nature” (Wilson et al., 2016, p. 559). It is formed from the restructuring
of boundaries between the various realms that define an individual’s identities, such as
professional, private, and personal (Goltz & Smith, 2014). The relationship between
identity and work - an especially strong relationship - is further explored later in this
proposal (see “Impact of identity on work”).
Although professional identity is expected to be the focus for understanding identity,
another element of identity that should be lifted is often characterized as one’s calling.
Calling can be seen as the impulsive, instinctive drive people have towards how they
spend their time. It is associated with deep-rooted motivations such as knowing and
finding one’s self and voice (Novak, 1996). While not to be explored in great depth for
the purposes of this proposal, it is possible for this to be a factor in understanding
identity-as-educator for student affairs professionals, as some professionals may
demonstrate a deep-rooted feeling of belonging to the profession, regardless of how they
define the professional identities.
While there are a multitude of areas beyond what has been described here, for the
sake of this research, identity will be considered as an individual’s self-concept with an
emphasis on professional identity, and will be primarily used as a conduit through which
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to understand how student affairs professionals make sense of their given identity of
educator. Such framing should enable this research to properly investigate how student
affairs professionals have changed and made sense of their own identities relative to the
changes of the field. This will enable an emergent view for how student affairs
professionals are operationalizing identity-as-educator and will not constrict their selfexpression.
Impact of Professional Identity on Work.
The relationship between professional identity and work is a highly researched area of
identity, with the outcomes consistently demonstrating that they greatly impact one
another (e.g. Burke & Tully, 1977; Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; Kanungo, 1982;
McCall & Simmons, 1978; Penuel & Wertsch, 1995, Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Thoits,
1986; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987). Characterized as “among the
most influential conceptual paradigms for understanding workplace behavior”
(Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005, p. 874), research has demonstrated that professional
identity (and the subsequent adaptations one’s identity goes through) has the potential to
significantly impact job performance and satisfaction (Suls & Wheeler, 2012).
Professional identity is tied to commitment, involvement, and connection to work
(Lodahl & Kejner, 1965), all of which positively correlate with motivation (Hackman &
Lawler, 1971) and effectiveness (Pfeffer, 1994). As stated by Wilson et al. (2016), “clear
values, a well-defined sense of identity, and self-directedness… have considerable
influence on career success” (p. 557). Furthermore, one’s identity (both the individual
components and collectively) is not completely stable and shifts depending on time and
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circumstances, particularly in the workplace (Ibarra, 1999); the reverse (workplace shifts
as a result of identity changes) has also been found to happen (Ashforth & Saks, 1995).
Based on all of this, it is apparent that one’s professional identity is highly associated
with quality of work and job-place satisfaction, and failure to properly understand
professional identity has stark ramifications. It is this powerful relationship that
establishes the importance of understanding how the changes in the field of student
affairs has impacted the professional identities of student affairs professionals.
Frameworks for Understanding Identity
Understanding identity in general is not enough; it is necessary to select applicable
theoretical frameworks for this proposal. The task for this research will be to understand
how student affairs professionals are operationalizing identity-as-educator and thereby
their roles as educators. Data will be collected to learn about student affairs professionals’
behaviors, beliefs, and actions within their professional identities (as previously
discussed). The data connected to identity-as-educator will be interpreted through
traditional educational philosophies and the beliefs most closely associated with the
student affairs profession. But the overarching element in all of this is identity, namely if
student affairs professionals see themselves as educators and how they came to that
perception of identity. Therefore, to help make sense of student affairs professionals’
identities as educators, this research will employ Marcia’s Identity Statuses theory as a
baseline theoretical framework. This section will go further into detail about the theory
and any supporting information to best apply the theory.
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Holism
As a side - but important - note, the philosophy of holism needs to be addressed, as it
is an integral part of this research and how to understand identity. The idea that the whole
is greater than the sum of its parts (Aristotle & Ross, 1981) is pivotal for making sense of
identity and even student affairs’ contribution to education.
If any thing is composed of its parts and yet greater than its parts, then understanding
and enhancing each part, individually, enhances the whole on a larger scale. Inversely,
the detriment of a single part negatively impacts the whole on a larger scale (Smuts,
1927). Such notions underlie the entire field of student affairs: students need to be
developed holistically if they are to be contributing members of society (ACPA &
NASPA, 2004).
Regarding this research, holism is foundational to seeing why understanding
professional identity, an element of identity as a whole, is so important. By better
understanding (and thereby being able to cultivate) an individual aspect of a human, then
a person’s whole being can be enhanced. Therefore, by nourishing the individual
component of professional identity, a student affairs professional’s entire identity and
contribution can be enhanced by a value even greater than the growth of the individual
element of professional identity. This idea translates to an even grander scale if you
consider a single student affairs professional as a single part of a whole school: by
positively building a student affairs professional’s sense of professional identity, then the
school, itself, will now be even greater than the added value of that individual’s growth in
professional identity, translating to a better school graduating even greater students.
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Marcia’s Identity Status Theory
To make sense of the data collected, this research will specifically use Marcia’s
Identity Status Theory (Marcia, 1966) as a theoretical framework. This theory
characterizes one’s identities as the degrees to which the individual has explored and
committed to the various components of the individual’s identities, such as religion,
gender, and vocation. Marcia argued that it is not enough to understand the labels of an
individual’s identity; he claimed one can only be understood by knowing about the crises
(times of reevaluation) and commitments that went into the adoption of those identity
elements (Hardy & Kisling, 2006; Marcia, 1966). While this theory was developed while
working with adolescents, subsequent studies (e.g., Hardy & Kisling, 2006) demonstrate
its application to adults. This particular theory was selected as it makes sense of identity
from the mindset of understanding levels of commitment to identities. Relative to this
study, the identities of the participants will be understood phenomenologically from the
standpoint of their commitment to their identities as educators and the factors and crises
that influence their proclaimed and displayed connection to identity-as-educator.
Marcia (1966) proposed four statuses of psychological identity development
(represented visually below in Table 3; each is further explained following the table). An
individual can occupy any of these status simultaneously for various aspects of identity
(Hardy & Kisling, 2006). It is also explicitly stated that they are not sequential stages and
should not necessarily be considered as a finite, linear, sequential process (Marcia, 1966).
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Table 3: Marcia’s Identity Statuses, 1
No Conscious Consideration
Given

Conscious Consideration
Given

No Conscious
Decision Made

Identity diffusion

Identity moratorium

Conscious
Decision Made

Identity foreclosure

Identity achievement

Identity Diffusion
This status can be characterized as one of ignorance. There was no choice made for
the individual to accept the identity - it simply is (Marcia, 1966). An example of this
would be a child attending church and being religious on the grounds of that is what they
always did as part of their family unit.
Identity Foreclosure
This status is associated with individuals “going with the flow.” While a choice is
made, little thought goes into the choice as it is often made under the expectations of
others. A crisis regarding the identity has not been experienced by an individual in this
stage (Marcia, 1966). Elaborating on the previous example, this would manifest as the
child distancing from religion due to having a new peer group who does not identify with
religion.
Identity Moratorium
During this status, an individual faces a genuine crisis regarding the identity in
question. This is characterized by cognizant thought and consideration of the identity.
The individual is willing to make a commitment but has not done so (Marcia, 1966).
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Again, continuing with the example, the child would see the different identities be
portrayed between friends and family and would attempt to make sense of which identity
is the truth for the child.
Identity Achievement
The status where an individual has experienced an identity crisis and has committed
to a specific chosen sense of identity. The individual has ownership of the identity due to
the struggle and choice that took place. For the ongoing example, this would be the child
making a choice about being religious or not after having considered the various aspects
of the identity.
Individual Crisis
While Marcia’s (1966) theory will be helpful in understanding the connection
participants have to identity-as-educator, the theory lacks a complete definition for the
term ‘crisis,’ a driving factor within each status. As such, Erikson’s (1968) identity
theory, which was the basis for Marcia’s theory, will augment Marcia’s framework to
accurately understand the collected data to best make sense of crises and commitments of
student affairs professionals.
While there is not a specific definition for crisis, crisis can be understood from the
examples provided by Erikson (1968) of evidence for someone in the ‘identity
achievement’ status (as noted above). A person in this status will have undertaken
extensive consideration for goals and values, consciously accepting some and rejecting
others. An individual in this status will also have a clear self-understanding and will have
a self-perception as a unique individual. And while such a definition is not full-proof, it
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does provide information through which to interpret data collected to understand if
someone has experienced a crisis. By this information, a crisis is an event that induces the
previously stated behaviors of consideration, acceptance, and rejection of goals and
values, and thereby leads to enhanced self-understanding and self-perception of
uniqueness. It is evidence of the progress towards identity achievement that will be
gathered to assess student affairs professionals’ operationalization of identity-aseducator.
Professional Identity
Professional identity has been previously discussed in this proposal as simply an
aspect of identity; its impact has also been addressed. However, beyond these,
professional identity will also serve as a framework for understanding how participants
understand themselves in their profession. As noted, professional identity is characterized
by one’s alignment with ethical standards, values, responsibilities, and roles upheld by
the profession (Goltz & Smith, 2014). As such, these ideas will guide questions that will
be asked for data collection, as understanding professional identity is the overall essence
of this research.
Identity Conclusion
As previously noted, identity is an overarching factor in all facets of our lives,
including our professions. The importance of identity for an individual, particularly in the
workplace, coupled with the interdependence between identity and work, demonstrates
the need for better understanding professional identity, in student affairs professionals.
Therefore, given the expectation for student affairs professionals to be educators (ACPA,
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2012), the salience of identity-as-educator and congruence between this expected identity
- or lack thereof for both salience and congruence - has substantial impact potential on
the work and lives of student affairs professionals. To the end of understanding how
student affairs professional operationalize identity-as-educator, the combination of
Marcia’s Identity Status theory, an enhanced understanding of “crises” relative to this
theory, and an understanding of professional identity should provide a proper framework
through which to craft meaningful questions and interpret data collected properly.

Figure 1: Theoretical Framework, 1
Systematic Review: Research Identity in Student Affairs Professionals
The context for this research has been demonstrated: the field and the professionals of
student affairs has changed since its inception, a change worth understanding given the
importance of the field on students and the importance of identity. This review of
literature will now demonstrate the necessity for more research on identity-as-educator
for student affairs professionals. Towards this end, a systematic review was conducted.
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Preliminary investigations revealed limited resources available specifically for student
affairs professionals as educators. Once those parameters were broadened, it was
discovered that the lack of research on identity-as-educator is in line with a general lack
of research on student affairs professionals’ identities at large.
Inclusion Criteria
Included articles met following research criteria:
1. Empirical research
2. Published and peer-reviewed
3. A focus on student affairs professionals as the participants of the studies
4. Research questions dealing with identity formation, development, and
implications for student affairs professionals
Electronic Database Search
This systematic review began with an electronic search of the ERIC database using a
combination of the following terms: identit;* and “higher education,” universit*,
college*, “post-secondary,” or “post secondary;” and staff, administrat*, or “student
affairs.” The search was limited to scholarly, peer reviewed journals.
This search produced 1,141 results in the Eric database. Of those, 1,106 were
excluded on the title/abstract review level. Further reviewing the remaining 35 articles
resulted in the exclusion of 16 articles based on the following criteria: not empirical
research (Gillett-Karam, 2016; Jenkins & Owen, 2016; Magolda, 2003; Patterson, 2013;
Reybold & Halx, 2018; Selznick, 2013; Vales & Carter, 2016; Whitchurch, 2004;
Whitchurch, 2006; Whitchurch, 2008b; Whitchurch, 2009a; Whitchurch & Gordon,
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2010; Whitchurch, Skinner, & Lauwerys, 2009); strict focus on faculty/instructors
(Calvert, Lewis, & Spindler, 2011; Rogers & Love, 2007); and focus on the profession of
student affairs, itself, rather than student affairs professionals (Lee & Helm, 2013). The
electronic database search was initially completed May 6th, 2019. A follow-up search
was completed on March 2nd, 2021, which produced 120 new results but nothing
relevant to identity with student affairs professionals.
Hand Search and Ancestral Review
The next step of this process was to review the journals that published the included 19
articles: College Student Affairs Journal, Educational Research and Reviews, Higher
Education Research and Development, Journal of Higher Education Policy and
Management, Journal of College Student Development, Educational Management
Administration and Leadership, Journal of Diversity in Higher Education, Research in
the Schools, NASPA Journal, Journal of Student Affairs Research and Practice, Higher
Education, and Midlevel Student Affairs Professionals. From this, zero additional articles
were reviewed in full and added. Finally, an ancestral review was conducted of all
articles attached to those already selected that met the inclusion criteria based on name
(that were not already accounted for). This led to the additional review and inclusion of
one article; other articles that seemed to meet the inclusion criteria based on name were
eliminated after abstract review.
All together, this identified 20 articles for consideration: Beeny, Guthrie, Rhodes, &
Terrell, 2005; Bolton, 2005; Cheng, 2017; Croteau & Lark, 2009; Cutler, 2003; Enke,
2014; Graham, 2012; Hirschy, Wilson, Liddel, Boyle, & Pasquesi, 2015; Johnson, 2014;
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Kortegast & van der Toorn, 2008; Liddel, Wilson, Pasquesi, Hirschy, & Boyle, 2014;
Moran & Curtis, 2004; Muller, Grabsch, & Moore, 2018; Pittman & Foubert, 2016;
Vaccaro, 2012; Wheat & Hill, 2016; Whitchurch, 2008a; Whitchurch, 2009b; Wilson,
Liddel, Hirschy, & Pasquesi, 2016; and Wilson, 2013. This selection of articles
encompasses all those that meet the inclusion criteria previously detailed, i.e., peerreviewed, published articles dealing with empirical qualitative studies on identity with
foci on higher education staff members.
Conclusions: Methodologies
Of the 20 articles identified, five used quantitative methods, ultimately utilizing
correlation and regression as the primary data analysis tool. These studies had participant
counts between 173 and 1,009 with an average of 495. The remaining 15 articles used
qualitative methods, including surveys, narrative, phenomenology, and case study. These
studies had participant counts between three and 24 with an average of 19.
Conclusions: Study Trends
From among the 20 articles that were ultimately included in this systematic review,
four trends emerged in terms of the types of research previously conducted: identity from
demographics, identity from competencies, identity from others, and cross-over identity.
Identity From Demographics
Given the present climate of heightened awareness of how individuals’ demographics
(perceived or otherwise) impact their lives and experiences (Anderson & Collins, 2016),
examining identity as defined by demographics is a reasonable place to begin. The
research that approaches the identities of student affairs professionals from this lens
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supports the generally accepted notions that members of historically oppressed
communities face undue hardships (Andersen & Collins, 2016). Regardless of the
specifics, each study found that demographics significantly impact student affairs
professionals’ experiences and lives and suggested the need for continued efforts to
improve the landscapes for those individuals.
Gender with an emphasis on the experiences of women was explored (Beeny et al.,
2005; Enke, 2014; Johnson, 2014; Wheat & Hill, 2016) with findings surrounding
“feelings of balance, perceived expectations, issues of control, and satisfaction and
retention” (Beeny et al., 2005, p. 144). Elaborating further, women expressed being
“expected to be caretakers, wives, and mothers, all roles honored by society,” yet also
being “punished” for those identities (Johnson, 2014, p. 837).
The experiences of student affairs professionals who identify as LGBT have also been
researched (Croteau & Lark, 2009; Kortegast & Van der Toorn, 2018; Vaccaro, 2012),
resulting in the general conclusion that “although the field of student affairs might have
explicit statements regarding inclusion, these statements may not always translate into
day-to-day professional practice” (Kortegast & Van der Toorn, 2018, p. 268).
Experiences for LGBT student affairs professionals were found to vary from school to
school, particularly depending on size (Kortegast & Van der Toorn, 2018), but all of the
research suggests the LGBT identity is significant, impacting the nature of their work and
how they are perceived by others (Croteau & Lark, 2009; Vaccaro, 2012).
Finally, the impact of religio-spirituality student affairs professionals’ experiences has
been explored by Moran and Curtis (2004). The findings of this study demonstrated the
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prominence of religio-spirituality in one’s identity, with participants revealing both
receiving support at times from their peers and their institutions to be authentic in
themselves, while at other times feeling fearful of expressing themselves to avoid
controversy and confrontation.
Identity From Competencies
Certain researchers assessed identities of student affairs professionals starting from an
accepted idea of what competencies traditional student affairs professionals should have
and questioning how they developed those competencies. This approach seems to
emphasize who the professionals are and how competencies were developed and obtained
rather than simply what those competencies are.
The published research on this topic is fairly consistent throughout, although each has
slightly different nuances of how sources are defined. Cutler (2003), the earliest work of
this nature, used an emergent framework to determine seven themes that seemed
particularly prevalent in student affairs professionals: the influence of others, traits of
natural helpers, self-growth and awareness experiences, use of counseling skills, linking
theory to practice, transitioning as a professional, and balancing professional and
personal lives. Future research focused on new professionals, with findings that
supervision style and mentorship were among the most important factors for competence
development in new student affairs professionals (Pittman & Foubert, 2016).
Most recently, Muller, Grabsche, and Moore (2018) examined work based on
standards and competencies as detailed by national organizations (e.g. NASPA, ACPA)
from the lens of correlation and regression. This data was acquired from self-evaluated
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quantitative tools, finding increased levels of competencies based on more years of
experience, higher levels of education, and more relevant foci of educational
experiences.
Identity From Others
Another focus area for researchers is that of how others impact student affairs
professionals’ identities. Whether through the roles themselves or through the programs
that many professionals go through (Hirschy et al., 2015), it is rare for a student affairs
professional to work and develop in a vacuum absent the influence of others; as such, it is
a reasonable venture to seek out how others influence them.
Two studies approach identity from this perspective, albeit quite differently. Bolton
(2005) was very direct and pointed, raising specific questions about who is generally
mentoring student affairs professionals and what those mentors are
teaching/demonstrating. Survey results revealed that “all participants recognized the
importance of balance and reported they were taught the importance of balance from a
mentor” (p. 187); however, participants also revealed that the mentors, themselves, did
not always necessarily practice the balance that they conveyed to others.
Hirschy et al. (2015) used a broader, more emergent approach, simply seeking out
what student affairs professionals learned from “agents of socialization” (p. 791), such as
peers, supervisors, faculty, and other colleagues. This study revealed others influence
“three dimensions of professional identity of early career student affairs staff:
commitment, values congruence, and intellectual investment” (p. 785). The authors
proposed the addition of “a strong connection to the profession, alignment between one’s
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own and the field’s values, and ongoing professional development” (p. 787) to the
general definition of professional identity within student affairs.
Cross-Over Identity
While the research that composed the previous three themes approached student
affairs work with being rather fixed and known, a number of researchers engaged in work
that has questioned the actual nature of student affairs work. This research has sought to
examine how the changing nature of the higher education landscape (Anderson, Johnson,
& Saha, 2002; Graham, 2012; Macfarlane, 2011) has led to a fundamental shift in the
nature of the work being done by student affairs professionals.
Whitchurch (2008a, 2009b) has been the forerunner of the work that is published on
the subject (based on citations throughout this theme’s supporting research). This
research looked at the literal boundaries of work being done, taking into account ideas
surrounding third spaces - that is, spaces created when there is overlap between work that
is traditionally seen as done by distinct groups of workers (Bhadha, 1994; Whitchuch,
2008b). Third space “is thus a place of invention and transformational encounters, a
dynamic in-between space that is imbued with the traces, relays, ambivalences,
ambiguities, and contradictions, with the feelings and practices of both sites, to fashion
something different, unexpected” (Routledge, 1996, p. 406).
Building off of third spaces, Whitchurch (2008a, 2009b) developed three distinctions
for student affairs professionals: bounded (professionals bounded in real or perceived
boundaries; governed by rules and resources), cross-boundary professionals
(professionals who capitalize on aspects outside of boundaries but still recognize real or
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perceived boundaries), and unbounded (disregard for boundaries; open-ended roles across
the institution) (2008a). These identifiers in conjunction with international research to
further explore these notions led to the coining of the term ‘blended professionals’
(2009b). These professionals “are characterized by an ability to build common ground
with a range of colleagues… and to develop new forms of professional space, knowledge,
relationships, and legitimacies associated with broadly based institutional projects…” (p.
417).
This idea of changing identities from changes in higher education has been expanded
upon in recent years (Cheng, 2017; Graham, 2012). This research, both of which use
Whitchurch’s work (2008a, 2009b) as a base, questioned if student affairs professionals’
work was beginning to cross-over into what has more traditionally thought of as
‘academic work,’ i.e., the work of faculty. Through interviewing student affairs
professionals, Graham (2012) discovered the majority of participants describing
“behaviors that related to learning spaces” (p. 7). Furthermore, it was concluded, “with
the changing context of higher education… there have been changes to the work of
professional staff” (p. 9), resulting in more complexity and the necessity for new skills,
knowledge, and behavior. Cheng (2017), echoing much of Graham (2012), claimed that
the label of ‘non-academic staff’ “no longer provides insight into the shift of identity
disposition in universities” (p. 1122). This work also alluded to explicitly expressed ‘us’
vs. ‘them’ demarcations between faculty and staff despite there being undertones of
overlap between the work.
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Systematic Review Conclusion
Given the results of the systematic review, this research complements that which has
been completed while simultaneously being unique in its own right. It is a clear extension
of the research in the cross-over identity category in that this research assumes the
discoveries of the cross-over identity category to be true: “non-academic staff’s role and
duties is increasingly complicated and no longer limited to general office work” (Cheng,
2017, p. 1121). More specifically, this change in work is being accompanied by tasks and
assignments historically reserved for the faculty, further bolstering their identities as
educators (Graham, 2012).
However, the previous work in this area stopped at the discovery of the changing
nature of the profession. this research sought to understand the very essence of the new
nature of the work: given student affairs professionals’ roles as educators based on
research and on the prescriptions of the leading student affairs organizations (e.g. ACPA
& NASPA, 2004; Moran & Curtis, 2004; Muller, Grabsch, & Moore, 2018), what sense
do professionals make of their professional identities, and how does this new work and
subsequent identity impact their roles and their lives? In this regard, the research also
connects with the identity from competencies category, as it is exploring the
competencies surrounding student affairs professionals as educators, the sense they are
making of their work, and how they are going about executing it in their roles. Therefore,
this research is unique in that it takes previous research into the nature of student affairs
work and the competencies of student affairs work in a novel direction that is in line with
the changing nature of the present higher education landscape.
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Review of Literature Conclusion
This research sought to understand how student affairs professionals operationalize
identity-as-educator. As the literature shows, the field of student affairs has changed a
great deal since its formal creation in the early 1900’s. With these changes, the
expectations and identities for student affairs professionals have changed as well,
particularly the emergence of identity-as-educator for these professionals. Understanding
professionals’ operationalization of identity-as-educator is imperative due to the
relationship between identity and job satisfaction/performance and the demonstrated
positive impact student affairs work can have on students’ success/retention. More
simply, failing to understand how student affairs professionals make sense of their
professional identities will limit the field’s capacity for positively impacting higher
education and the experiences/successes of students. Initiatives from the profession’s
leading organizations, in conjunction with traditional educational philosophies, provide a
strong basis from which to start making sense of data gathered through use of identity
frameworks. Collectively, the outcomes of this research are important, and the necessary
tools were present for it to be completed.
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Chapter Three: Methodology
The purpose of this study was to investigate identity-as-educator for mid-level student
affairs professionals at mid-to-large sized, non-profit, public, four-year universities. The
questions being researched were:
•

How do student affairs professionals define their role?

•

How do student affairs professionals understand their role as educators?
o How do student affairs professionals understand other educators’ roles in
comparison to their own educator role?

Student affairs professionals, themselves, were the subjects and participants of this
study, so it was pertinent for proper methodology to be implemented to gather rich
information from and about the participants. Given this desire to engage directly with the
participants in their context-specific settings (Golafshani, 2003), qualitative inquiry was
appropriate as it enables researchers to “study things in their natural settings, attempting
to make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them”
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2011, p. 3). Such a methodology culminated in a final product that
“includes the voices of participants, the reflexivity of the researcher, a complex
description and interpretation of the problem, and its contribution to the literature or a
call for change” (Creswell, 2013, p. 44). More specifically, this research invoked
phenomenology as the primary investigative qualitative methodology.
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This chapter serves as an outline of the methodology used in this research.
Phenomenology in general is reviewed in addition to the rationale for its selection. The
initially proposed participant count, make-up, and selection process are provided. Finally,
data collection and analysis steps are reviewed.
Phenomenology
This research sought to understand and make sense of the shared experiences of
multiple student affairs professionals regarding the phenomenon of being an ‘educator’ in
their work; as such, phenomenology was an ideal qualitative methodology (Moustakas,
1994). Phenomenology “describes the common meaning for several individuals of their
lived experiences of a concept or phenomenon” (Creswell, 2013, p. 76). As a method, it
seeks to understand the structures of conscious experience from the individuals
experiencing it (Moustakas, 1994). It explores “lived experiences of individuals and how
they have both subjective experience of the phenomenon and objective experiences of
something in common with other people” (Creswell, 2013, p. 78). Phenomenology is
noted as a strong choice when exploring real life situations where the research makes
sense of the phenomenon in question through experiences and languages (Moustakas,
1994; van Manen, 1990); this is particularly so when the desired outcome is not creating
more general theories or models (Bailey, 1997; Morse & Field, 1995).
While there are multiple types of phenomenological processes, this research
implemented transcendental phenomenology. This style of phenomenology is “focused
less on the interpretations of the researcher and more on a description of the experiences
of participants” (Creswell, 2013, p. 78). Transcendental phenomenology is suited for
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embracing the nature of experiences and enables transformation of “lived experience into
a textual expression of its essence” (van Manen, 1990, p. 36). Transcendental
phenomenology calls for the researcher to bracket, or epoche, previous experiences to
invoke a novel interaction with the phenomenon (refer to Chapter One: “Researcher
Positionality”), a task in line with the meaning of the word ‘transcendental,’ itself: “in
which everything is perceived freshly, as if for the first time” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 34).
Van Manen (2014) also notes that transcendental phenomenology has significant value in
the “practices of professional practitioners as well as the quotidian practices of everyday
life” (2014, p. 15).
Generally speaking, the process for transcendental phenomenology consists of
identifying the phenomenon in question, bracketing out the researcher’s experiences and
preconceived notions, and collecting/interpreting data from multiple subjects who have
experienced the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994). Moustakas (1994) provides an eightstep systematic approach to conducting transcendental phenomenology. The first three
steps deal with identifying the phenomenon and bracketing, all of which have been
previously addressed in this document. The remainder of the steps will be discussed in
the data collection and data analysis sections of this chapter.
Participants
It is recommended to interview five to 25 individuals who have experienced the
phenomenon (Polkinghorn, 1989). As such, this research aimed to engage seven to 12
mid-level student affairs professionals from mid-to-large sized, public, non-profit, fouryear universities. This number of participants fit within the specified parameters but also
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kept the research within a realistic scope. It also provided the opportunity for diversity
across demographics, professional credentials, and settings (e.g. large vs mid-sized); such
diversity tends to strengthen phenomenological research (Moustakas, 1994). Participants
were full-time, mid-level student affairs professionals holding primarily in-person roles
in traditional student affairs areas that have direct interaction with students beyond simple
transactions, areas such as residence life, student conduct, Greek life, student life, and
orientation.
The study was intentionally narrowed to a single school type, namely mid-to-large
sized, public, non-profit, four-year universities. While little research has been conducted
regarding identity for student affairs professionals, research has been conducted into the
nature of student affairs work at various institution types (e.g., Hirt, 2006). The outcome
of this research demonstrates that where you work matters, particularly with respect to
the institution type (Hirt, 2006). It is based on this information that this research was
confined to the aforementioned school type.
Mid-level professionals were selected as they represent the largest group of
administrative personnel within student affairs. These individuals are typically seasoned
in the field for at least three years. They also often still have close contact with students
(Young, 2007). Mid-level professionals can often be identified as those who fall between
performing basic services and those who provide vision and direction (Mintzberg, 1989).
Their position may be distinguished by the complexity of their work, control of
resources, and placement on an organization chart (Young, 2007). Furthermore, they can
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be identified as ones who report directly to senior officers, i.e., being one level-removed
from a senior officer (Fey & Carpenter, 1996).
Participant Outreach and Selection
Participant selection began with a pre-screening survey sent via email to senior
student affairs officers (e.g., vice president of student affairs, dean of student affairs)
throughout the United States. States were randomly selected until there was a general
saturation of the major geographic regions of the United Sates (e.g., Midwest, south, east
coast).
Initially, this research was going to focus on participants from the greater Denver and
Colorado area to enable in-person interviews to take place. However, at the time of the
proposal for this research and the subsequent data collection, a series of unusual
circumstances were taking place globally due to the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020 and
2021. As one of the circumstances was mandated social distancing, in-person
interviewing was no longer an option for data collection. Although this changed the data
collection medium, this also led to the possibility of expanding the participant pool which
would broaden the possible participant pool and ideally bolster the results of the
phenomenological study by further increasing the diversity of the participant pool
(Moustakas, 2994). Consequently, this led to decision to seek out candidates on a national
level. How the pandemic affected the interview process is shared in the ‘Interview’
section below.
The email sent to senior student affairs officers included the purpose of the
dissertation, a link to the screening survey, and a request for the senior student affairs
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officers to pass an included secondary email along with the survey link to their student
affairs divisions. This initial email can be viewed via Appendix A. The secondary email
sent by the senior student affairs officers on the researcher’s behalf included similar
language introducing the researcher and the research, and it requested the recipients to
complete the screening survey. The content of this secondary email can be found via
Appendix B.
The screening survey served as an opportunity for the researcher to identify potential
participants and contained questions regarding current employment institution and
location, position title, supervision responsibilities, graduate program and school, years in
the profession, title of supervisor, preferred contact information, and demographic
information. This information enabled the intentional selection of a diverse set of
participants. The full list of survey questions can be viewed via Appendix C.
Once the survey results were reviewed, efforts were made to select a diverse set of
participants in terms of both professional credentials and demographics based on their
provided information. Selected participants were contacted via email asking them to
further take part in the study and to coordinate further plans. A copy of this email can be
found via Appendix D.
Collectively, this manner of participant selection primarily invoked a purposive
sampling method, i.e., it targeted mid-level student affairs professionals in traditional
student affairs roles (Terrell, 2016). This method relied on gatekeepers in the form of the
senior student affairs officers being willing to pass along the call for participants, in
addition to needing participants to willingly complete the screening survey and
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participate, accordingly. These elements limited the overall randomness of the participant
selection process, thereby decreasing (although not eliminating entirely the
generalizability for the study (Terrell, 2016). However, this was not a major concern for
the research as the purpose of qualitative study is often not sought out to be one of
generalizability (Creswell, 2013).
IRB Approval
Prior to beginning any step of the participant selection or data collection processes,
Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval was acquired, specifically through the
University of Denver. The primary documents submitted for this approval process
include the initial email to the senior student affairs officers (Appendix A), the secondary
email to be passed along (Appendix B), the screening survey (Appendix C), follow-up
correspondence to potential participants (Appendix D), interview protocol (Appendix E),
and the in-depth rationale and breakdown of the proposed interview questions (Appendix
F).
Interviews
Creswell (2013) identifies in-depth interviews as the primary tool for data collection
in phenomenological research. Interviews tap into “understanding the lived experience of
other people and the meaning they make of that experience” (Seidman, 2019, p. 9),
making interviewing an ideal tool for this sort of inquiry. Particularly for
phenomenology, questions are centered on two key concepts: what are the participants’
experiences surrounding the phenomenon, and what contexts or situations have
influenced their experiences with the phenomenon (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994).
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Questions of this nature "lead to textual and structural descriptions of the experiences,
and ultimately provide an understanding of the common experiences of the participants”
(Creswell, 2013, p. 79). Each of the research questions of this study and supporting
interview questions were developed with these two guiding questions in mind.
In line with Moustakas (1994) and Seidman (2019), participants engaged in multiple
interviews, namely three 60-minute interviews. These three interviews generally took
place over the course of three weeks for each participant. The interviews were aimed at
having the participants “reconstruct their experience within the topic of study” (Seidman,
2019, p. 15). The sequence of interviews was structured to focus on the three areas
outlined by Seidman (2019): life history (interview one), details of the lived experience
(interview two), and reflection on the meaning (interview three).
The first interviews focused on getting to know the participants to understand their
general dispositions for themselves and their work. The second interviews explored
professional identity and the participants’ perspectives on their roles as student affairs
professionals. The third and final interviews focused on making meaning of the
participants’ professional identities, specifically understanding how they make sense of
identity-as-educator, the degrees to which they connect with the identity, and how their
understandings of the identity were formed.
Table 4 outlines the interview structure, including the topics, purpose, and focus of
each interview.
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Table 4: Interview Structure
Interview 1

Interview 2

Interview 3

The participants

Professional identity

Identity-as-educator

Purpose Understand who
the participants
are

Understand participants’
professional identities

Understand how participants
make sense of their identitiesas-educators

Focus

Description/source of
professional identity

Descriptions/sources of
identity-as-educator

Topics

Description of
participants

Full interview protocols can be found in Appendix E. Additionally, Appendix F
provides in-depth breakdowns of the interview questions by connecting them to the
theoretical framework and literature used in developing this research.
As previously noted, in the initial stages of this research, interviews were planned to
be conducted in-person. However, the social distancing policies throughout 2020 and
2021 as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic led to in-person interviewing not being an
option. As such, the interviews were conducted via Zoom. Additionally, minor points of
clarification were made as needed to the interview questions, particularly those geared
around ‘normal’ and ‘day-to-day’ activities/behaviors, as the research was interested in
the true ‘normal’ life of student affairs professionals rather than their lives in the midst of
a global pandemic.
Beyond the medium change and slight clarification to interview questions, standard
measures were taken to ensure the interviews were as natural, organic, and authentic as
possible. Participants were generally at comfortable locations (e.g. home offices) which
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enabled them to speak freely. The physical settings they generally interviewed from often
did provide glimpses into their personal lives, but these details did not play a part in the
interviews or data collection process. Interviews lasted approximately one hour each and
were recorded via Zoom. Zoom’s built-in transcription application was used to create a
base for transcribing the interviews, but the auto-generated transcriptions were not
completely accurate. Because of this, the researcher listened to each interview, reviewed
the transcripts, and edited for content and formatting as necessary. An excerpt from an
interview’s final transcription can be found in Appendix G.
As part of each interview, participants were offered a copy of the interview’s
transcript. Many participants did request a copy but no participants responded with any
corrections or adjustments. There were a few instances of participants following-up on
interviews with supplemental thoughts, all of which were recorded and added to the
corresponding interview transcripts being followed-up on.
Data Analysis
This researched utilized the systematic approach for analyzing data in a
phenomenological study as detailed by Moustakas (1994). The approach begins by
seeking to understand how the participants have experienced the phenomenon by
analyzing the data to highlight significant statements, sentences, or quotes (Moustakas,
1994; Polkinghorne, 1989), also known as horizonalization (Moustakas, 1994). From
these significant statements, clusters of meaning are developed, which ultimately are
connected and merged to form themes for the data (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994).
Such an analytical method moves from narrow perspectives from each participant to
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broad, overarching ideas to convey what interactors of this phenomenon experience and
how they experience it (Creswell, 2013).
Once themes are established, it is recommended to generate a textural description of
the phenomenon, i.e., a written description of what the participants experienced with
regard to the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994). Additionally, a “description of the context
or setting that influenced how the participants experienced the phenomenon” (Creswell,
2013, p. 81), also known as the structural description (Moustakas, 1994), should be
developed. After these descriptions are created, “a composite description that presents the
‘essence’ of the phenomenon, called the essential, invariant structure (or essence)”
(Creswell, 2013, p. 80, emphasis in original text) is provided. This section of the
phenomenological study synthesizes the common experiences of the participants
(Moustakas, 1994).
The final step of the process is to present the understood essence of the experience in
written form (Moustakas, 1994). “Phenomenological reflection cannot be separated from
phenomenological writing” (van Manen, 2014, p. 365). This process of writing and
rewriting necessitates reflecting on essential themes, maintaining a strong and oriented
relation to lived experience, and balancing the research context by considering parts and
the whole (Moustakas, 1994; van Manen, 1990). Van Manen (2014) explains that the
challenge of phenomenological writing is that “one must bring into presence a
phenomenon that cannot be represented in plain words” (p. 370).
Throughout all of this, validation was sought out via “extensive time spent in the
field, the detailed thick description, and the closeness of the researcher to participants”
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(Creswell, 2013, p. 259). When necessary, practices such as reflexivity, peer debriefing,
and inquiry audits were used to best make sense of the data (Creswell, 2013)
Methodology Summary
This chapter outlined the steps taken for understanding student affairs professionals’
roles and how they operationalize identity-as-educator, starting from the choice of
methodology through data analysis. Qualitative design, specifically making use of
phenomenology, allowed robust data to be collected to understand the collective
experiences of the participants. Interviews provided rich information necessary to
generate themes and to create the textural and structural texts for properly conducting
transcendental phenomenology. Collectively, this information provided a deep
understanding of the essence for how student affairs professionals operationalize identityas-educator.
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Chapter Four: Data Collection and Analysis
“So I think probably what it means to be a student affairs professional... I don't know
if anyone's ever asked me that before” (Veronica).
The purpose of this study was to understand identity-as-educator for mid-level
student affairs professionals at non-profit, public, four-year higher education institutions.
The research was predicated on the changing nature of student affairs as a whole,
particularly on the recent standpoint that student affairs professionals are educators, a
view in contrast to historic perspectives on the profession (ACPA & NASPA, 2004). It
was also grounded on the complexities of one’s collective identity and how important
each individual identity, particularly professional identity, can be towards satisfaction,
fulfillment, and productivity (Myers, 2009; Wilson et al., 2016). A phenomenological
approach was chosen so as to capture the collective experiences of the participants and
best understand the essence of the phenomenon of being educators as student affairs
professionals (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994). As the quote at the start of this chapter
from one of the participants reflects, this was a novel experience for many of the
interviewees.
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The research questions included:
•

How do student affairs professionals define their role?

•

How do student affairs professionals understand their role as educators?
o How do student affairs professionals understand other educators’ roles in
comparison to their own educator role?

This chapter reviews the data from the interviews, outlining the participant selection
process, relevant participant information, the theme creation process, the themes that
emerged from the raw data, and answers to the research questions based on the data.
Regarding COVID-19’s Potential Impact on This Research
In the researcher’s opinion, on a global scale, 2020 and 2021 will be viewed as a time
of much difficulty and strife due to the COVID-19 pandemic. In an effort to contain the
virus from spreading, many aspects of national economies effectively shut down while
others had to completely rethink how they operated. Higher education fell into the latter,
with colleges and universities very quickly having to change processes and services to
meet all of the change taking place. Traditional higher education has generally operated
under the guise of working face-to-face, but the new policies that were implemented
made this no longer an option, and new issues of access, equity, and success fell to higher
education institutions to tackle.
Student affairs as a whole was substantially impacted by this, and the boots-on-theground work necessary to adjust and adapt often fell to mid-level student affairs
professionals. In a setting that was subject to sweeping change on a day-to-day basis,
mid-level student affairs professionals were tasked with following the guidance of their
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leaders to cope with rapid-paced changes while also being leaders, themselves, for those
they supervised. In a field already known for its lack of work-life balance (this statement
is further detailed later in this chapter), this period was a time of heightened stress and
exhaustion for many student affairs professionals. Ultimately, many higher education
institutions shut down leading to many student affairs professionals losing their jobs.
Even at institutions that remained open, many student affairs professionals were laid off
from their roles, and others simply left the field.
This is all noted as it is important to acknowledge that this was the context taking
place within the field of student affairs while this research was being conducted. Data
collection happened in the fall of 2020, effectively right in the middle of the pandemic for
the United States. It is possible that the contexts and settings the participants were
experiencing may have impacted their responses to the interview questions. Perhaps in
different circumstances, they would have responded differently. But, simply stated, there
was no way to know if this was the case, or if it was the case, to what degree it impacted
the participants’ responses. Due to this uncertainty, the research carried on, and in the
researcher’s opinion, ultimately generated a robust set of findings, implications, and
recommendations for the fields of student affairs and education. However, given the scale
and scope of the pandemic and its impact on higher education and student affairs, the
researcher would be remiss to not note this as a possible impact on the outcomes of this
research.
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Participant Selection
As noted in Chapter Three, this research employed phenomenology as its
methodology, with the data having been collected via a series of interviews with midlevel student affairs professionals at mid-to-large, non-profit, public colleges and
universities. Phenomenological studies, as noted by Creswell (2013), often benefit from
increased diversity within the participants as this enables a more robust understanding of
the phenomenon. To help facilitate this increased diversity, the researcher sought out
professionals from different geographical regions of the United States (e.g. Midwest,
south, northeast). The researcher randomly selected states until various geographical
regions of the country were covered, which resulted in 18 states being selected. The
senior student affairs officers at the mid-to-large (~10,000+ students) non-profit, public,
four year colleges and universities in each state were directly emailed information related
to the study and the survey link to pass along to their divisions. In total, 63 higher
education institutions were contacted. After a wait time of four weeks, results from the
survey were pulled.
The initial response pool consisted of 111 submissions. Only completed surveys
would be considered, and 43 submissions were removed for being incomplete: two did
not provide emails, two others did not provide names or contact information, and the
remaining 39 submissions did not respond to at least one question. Further narrowing
occurred from analyzing the prospective participants’ self-provided professional
information with respect to the previously established parameters set out for the meaning
of mid-level professional in chapter three (Fey & Carpenter, 1996; Mintzberg, 1989;
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Young, 2007). Candidates were removed if they self-identified as anything other than
mid-level (19), if they had less than three years of experience (6), if they had oversight of
more than two departments (3) and/or four full-time professionals (5), or if their job titles
were too senior (e.g. Assistant Dean, Vice President) and/or too non-traditional (e.g.
Marketing, Communication). This left 26 potential candidates.
The decision was made to not outright eliminate any potential participants on the
grounds of being in the field for nine or more years as their time in the field may not
align with the overall level of their positions. For the candidates that remained with nineplus years of experiences, their information was holistically considered, and the
combination of their years in the field with supervision/department oversight was the
final dictator if they were deemed mid-level professionals for the purpose of this
research. This further eliminated 11 possible candidates.
Finally, three of the remaining candidates all worked at the same office at the same
institution; two of these three candidates were randomly removed to reduce overlap.
Ultimately, 13 candidates were selected and contacted. However, only 12 responded
and completed the trio of interviews.
The process and counts for how people were removed from the participant pool can
be seen in Table 5.
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Table 5: Participant Selection Process
Removal Step and Rationale

Number of
Submissions
Removed

Initial results contained 111 submissions

-

1. Incomplete entries

43

2. Self-identification as entry-level

7

3. Self-identification as senior-level

12

4. 0-2 years of experience in student affairs

6

5. Oversight of 3+ departments

3

6. Oversight of 5+ full-time professionals

5

7. Job titles (too senior or too non-traditional)

9

8. Combination of the experience, oversight, and title

11

9. Eliminating overlap in university/department

2

Final results contained 13 prospective participants

-

Participants
As noted, 13 people were contacted to be a part of the research, but only 12
completed all three interviews. Table 6 provides professional information and Table 7
provides demographic information for the participants. Participants’ names have been
changed to participant-selected pseudonyms. All pseudonyms were recorded exactly in
line with the participants’ choosings, including the one participant who provided two
names (Ariel Gilmore).
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Table 6: Participant Professional Information
Name

Graduate
Degree

Years in Current Title and
Student Department
Affairs

Supervision
Responsibilities
(FTP = Full-time
professional; GA
= Graduate
assistant)

Rachel

Masters:
Counseling and
Student Affairs

3-5

Assistant Director:
Career Coaching

0 departments, 1-2
FTPs, 1-2 GAs

Ariel
Gilmore

Masters:
Student Affairs
Administration

3-5

Area Coordinator:
Housing and Dining

0 departments, 1-2
FTPs, 0 GAs

Ian

Masters: Public
Service and
Administration

3-5

Assistant Director:
Student Leadership

0 departments, 0
FTPs, 1 GA

Veronica

Masters:
6-8
College Student
Personnel

Coordinator: Student
Conduct

1 department, 1-2
FTPs, 0 GAs

Keith

JD

6-8

Director: Student Legal
Services

1 department, 1-2
FTPs, 0 GAs

Cameron

Masters:
Student Affairs
Administration

6-8

Assistant Director:
Scholarship Support and
Retention

1 department, 1-2
FTPs, 0 GAs

Andre

Masters:
Higher
Education
Administration

6-8

Assistant Director:
TRIO Student Support
Services

0 departments, 1-2
FTPs, 0 GAs

Zoe

Masters:
6-8
College Student
Personnel
Administration

Coordinator: Parent and
Family Programming

0 departments, 1-2
FTPs, 0 GAs

Christine

Masters:
Higher

Coordinator: Student
Emergency Services

0 departments, 0
FTPs, 0 GAs

6-8
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Name

Graduate
Degree

Years in Current Title and
Student Department
Affairs

Supervision
Responsibilities
(FTP = Full-time
professional; GA
= Graduate
assistant)

Education
Administration
Melissa

Masters:
College
Counseling and
Student
Development

9+

Associate Director:
Student Union

1 department, 1-2
FTPs, 1-2 GAs

Jane

Masters:
Higher
Education
Administration

9+

Assistant Director of
Assessment: Residential
Life and Housing

0 departments, 0
FTPs, 0 GAs

Raider

Masters:
9+
Curriculum and
Instruction

Program Manager:
Engagement, Learning,
and Support

0 departments, 0
FTPs, 1 GA

Table 7: Participant Demographic Information
Name

Age

Race

Gender

Rachel

18-30

White

Cisgender Female

Ariel
Gilmore

18-30

White

Cisgender Female

Ian

31-40

White

Cisgender Male

Veronica

31-40

Black or African American

Cisgender Female

Keith

51+

White

Cisgender Male

Cameron

18-30

White

Cisgender Female

Andre

18-30

Latinx

Cisgender Male
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Name

Age

Race

Gender

Zoe

31-40

White

Cisgender Female

Christine

18-30

White

Cisgender Female

Melissa

31-40

White

Cisgender Female

Jane

41-50

White

Cisgender Female

Raider

41-50

White

Cisgender Female

Participant diversity was achieved in numerous areas, including years in the
profession, supervision responsibility, department oversight, and area of student affairs.
Unlisted in the table is that 10 universities are represented among the 12 participants.
Furthermore, although graduate degree information is the same for some participants, no
two participants attended the same graduate program, diversity the researcher believed
was important to achieve given the possibility that graduate degree programs could play a
substantial role in professional identity development.
One limitation in regards to diversity of the participants was a general lack of
demographic diversity, with most participants (8/12) being white females. However, the
overall demographics of the participants are somewhat reflective of the field, which has
been found by numerous studies (e.g., Pritchard & McChesney, 2018) to be majority
white females (more than 50%), followed by white males (less than 30%), and finally
men and women of color (less than 20%).
Given the areas of diversity and the lack of demographic diversity being
approximately reflective of the field, the participant pool adequately served for this
phenomenological study.
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Methodology
Once selected, participants were contacted via email to arrange interview details.
Participants also received electronic copies of the study waivers and all responded and
affirmed their understanding of the study waivers. Over the course of three to five weeks
per participant, each took part in three one-hour long interviews. These interviews took
place via Zoom and were recorded. The interviews were progressive: initial interviews
focused on getting to know the participants, second interviews focused on understanding
participants’ professional identities, and third interviews focused on understanding
participants’ identities as educators. A more in-depth look at the interview structure and
focus can be seen in Table 4 found in Chapter Three and the interview protocol can be
found in Appendix E.
Since the interviews were recorded, they were able to be transcribed verbatim. Once
transcribed, the phenomenological process outlined by Moustakas (1994) was
undertaken, moving from significant statements to themes, culminating in textural and
structural descriptions combining to understand the essence of the phenomenon of being
an educator as a student affairs professional. The process for this is further detailed in the
next section.
Theme Creation
The researcher reviewed the interview transcripts and extracted significant statements
with an emergent framework. Effectively any statement was deemed significant if there
was a point to the statement that the researcher could connect to notions of professional
identity, the participants’ stories and narratives, and the research questions. This strategy
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was taken to help remove any affirmation bias that may have resulted with a narrower
view of the information. Pulling significant statements from the transcripts in this manner
resulted in 951 significant statements. These statements were not necessarily limited to
single lines; many were the collective same idea from a series of sequential statements.
Significant statements were then reviewed to create topics; topics were then narrowed
down to clusters of meaning; clusters of meaning were then synthesized into themes, all
in line with Moustakas’s (1994) process for theme generation.
From this data and subsequent analysis, four themes emerged: what an educator is,
how student affairs professionals’ identities develop, what student affairs professionals
accomplish in their work, and aspirations for student affairs professionals. Within each
of these themes, distinct and prevalent nuances were also identified that provide deeper
understandings for the themes and data. In total, eight nuances were identified across the
four themes. All of the themes and associated nuances can be found in Table 8. Every
theme was generated with thoughts from all 12 participants.
In addition to the themes and nuances, Table 8 also provides exemplar quotes for
each nuance, along with the number of significant statements that contributed to each.
Below Table 8, Figure 2 shows the number of significant statements in graph form for
easy comparison between nuances (and, by extension, themes). Further details on each
theme and nuance are found in the sections following this table and figure.
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Table 8: Themes (table)
Theme

What it means to
be an educator

How student
affairs
professionals’
identities develop

Nuance

Exemplar Quote

More than a job

It flows through everything I 167
do (Keith)

Educator
function

If you have an audience and
what you are doing with it
(Ariel Gilmore)

121

Educator ethos

Educator is an ethos and a
praxis, not a position
(Cameron)

200

Lifelong
professional
identity
development

I think I just had good
examples of how to lead and
how to be a professional in
this field (Christine)

106

Support towards I’m just here to help (Ariel
academic
Gilmore)
success

What student
affairs
professionals
Holistic
accomplish in their education
work
distinct from
academics

Aspirations for
student affairs
professionals

Life skills to go along with
their academic education
(Christine)

Significant
Statements

98

42

Lacking
connection with
the profession

I will always respect and I’ll
always be fond of student
affairs, but I will not always
be fond of the expectations
around the employees in
student affairs (Melissa)

107

Imposter
syndrome as
educators

When I started student
affairs, I would have not
been like, ‘yeah, I am
definitely an educator in
some capacity’ (Zoe)

110
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Figure 2: Significant Statements by Nuance (graph)
Themes
The following sections present the four primary themes along with their associated
nuances as detailed in Table 8. Each theme begins with a broad overview of what the
theme entails and how it came to emerge. After this overview, a deeper dive into the
theme occurs via the associated nuances of the theme. These nuances capture major ideas
that were often commonly expressed from the participants. Rich descriptions are
provided for each theme/nuance so that the reader can have a deep understanding of the
thoughts, feelings, and ideas shared by the participants. Key quotes from participants are
woven into the descriptions where this could be seamlessly achieved. Along with these
key quotes, each nuance provides an in-depth look at an individual participant to further
understand the nuance and the larger associated theme. Finally, each nuance’s section
ends with a table that provides key quotes from the participants. These sections do not
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dive into interpretations and implications of the themes and nuances, but instead leave
that for discussions in Chapter Five.
Following the presentation of the last theme, the essence of the phenomenon is
provided in addition to how the themes and nuances connect back to the research
questions.
Theme: What It Means to Be an Educator
The starting point for this research was how leading student affairs organizations now
refer to student affairs professionals as ‘educators’ a label in contrast to the language of
former guiding documents for the field that separated student affairs professionals from
educators (ACE, 1937). Furthermore, there are often clearly articulable differences
between traditional educators such as teachers and student affairs professionals,
particularly in the type of work they engage in on a day-to-day basis and how they go
about achieving that work. Given the change in label and differences between the work of
the various educators, the question is naturally raised: if student affairs professionals are
also educators, then what does it mean to be an educator? Throughout the interviews, this
question was addressed in numerous ways, both directly and indirectly. These thoughts
culminated in this first theme: what it means to be an educator.
Understanding what it means to be an educator was a prevalent topic that all 12 of the
participants spoke to. Of the four themes, this was the largest collective theme by far (488
significant statements out of 951 total significant statements). The number of significant
statements surrounding what it means to be an educator speaks to how being an educator
‘flows through’ significant portions of the participants’ professional identities (Keith).
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But, the volume of statements also indicates the complicated nature of the term
‘educator.’ It is a term that holds meaning to the participants beyond a simple job or role,
with each participant having a unique story for how they came to have their personal
understanding for what it means to be an educator. Some participants consider
themselves to be “generational” educators (Andre), while others felt “called” to engage in
the work (Raider). However, in really trying to pinpoint what the term means,
participants often clashed with themselves over the course of the interviews to lock down
the indicators of someone being an educator. The instinctive, natural inclinations that
participants frequently visited first, such as “if you have an audience and what you are
doing with it” (Ariel Gilmore), often gave way to more hidden notions that extended the
title of ‘educator’ to people not immediately included based on their work but rather were
included based solely on the “ethos” they take when completing their work, whatever that
might be (Cameron).
This first theme is supported by three nuances that dive further into the theme’s
biggest points and provide better understanding for what it means to be an educator. The
first nuance, more than a job, presents the participants’ deep beliefs about the notion of
‘educator.’ The second nuance, educator function, synthesizes the participant’s thoughts
that define ‘educator’ akin to a function that a person fulfills. The third nuance, educator
ethos, takes a different perspective and presents the participant’s reflections on ‘educator’
being an ethos grounded in an individual’s mindset and approach that anyone can take
regardless of one’s position or formal job. Following the third nuance, there is a brief
reflection regarding the interplay between the second and third nuances.
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Table 9: What It Means to Be an Educator, Overview
Theme

Nuance

Exemplar Quote

Significant
Statements

More than a job

It flows through everything I
do (Keith)

167

What it means
Educator function
to be an
educator
Educator ethos

If you have an audience and
what you are doing with it
(Ariel Gilmore)

121

Educator is an ethos and a
praxis, not a position
(Cameron)

200

Nuance: More Than a Job
The first nuance, more than a job, is the first of three that help clarify what it means
to be an educator. This nuance considers being an educator from less practical, more
high-level philosophical notions. It demonstrates that ‘educator’ is more than a job for the
participants and the concept is a powerful one for the participants. This knowledge sets
the stage to better comprehend the remainder of the themes and nuances.
Table 10: More Than a Job, Overview
Theme

Nuance

What it means
to be an
More than a job
educator

Exemplar Quote

Significant
Statements

It flows through everything I do
167
(Keith)

Considering the first research question posed in this research, how do student affairs
professionals define their role, this question was intentionally broad so as to open the
possibility of any definitions. Although the research was framed from the standpoint of
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the leading organizations defining student affairs professionals as educators, the leading
organizations’ standpoint did not necessarily mean that the same identity was embraced
by the student affairs professionals, themselves. However, sometimes within minutes, it
became abundantly apparent that not only did the participants describe themselves in the
same way, but that the notion of ‘educator’ was much more than just a job or a label.
“[Being an educator] flows through everything I do” (Keith). Time after time, this
was the language used by the participants regarding being educators. This was the case
even before questions began explicitly invoking the concept of ‘educator.’ For some, “I
am an educator” (Raider) was one of the very first details shared about themselves once
the interviews began.
The idea of being educators is a “core piece” (Christine) of who the participants are,
both as human beings and as professionals. It influences their worldviews and how they
make sense of their lives. To be an educator is the reason for why they come to work
every day; it’s what they “feel responsible” for (Rachel). Every element of their work is
“designed to be educational” (Ian). From the programming to the one-on-one’s, the hope
is that education is taking place. Being an educator was considered the most important
aspect of their work, and the part that is most valued, consistently reported as accounting
for more than half of their professional identities.
These innate perceptions of themselves as educators did not spawn overnight, though.
The powerful conviction expressed by the participants was easy to make sense of when
they began sharing how the idea of ‘educator’ has been a strong construct throughout
their lives. Every single participant fell into at least one of two categories: calling, and
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family. For some, even if they could not fully explain why, being an educator was a
calling, what they always knew they wanted to be. For others, they were “generational”
educators (Andre) who followed in the footsteps of friends, family, and loved ones
committed to educational work. Regardless of the paths taken, the participants’ choosing
to become educators were choices that began being made well before their professional
careers were within reach.
But being an educator is no simple matter. Education is meant to “improve society”
and to create “better citizens” (Jane), and as educators, that is agents of education, the
participants bear the responsibility of making this happen. Diversity, equity, and
inclusion are at the forefront of the work of educators. These concepts surrounding social
justice are interwoven into the very nature of an educator’s work. The participants are
“disruptors” (Zoe), working within a “systemically broken system” looking to improve
that system one step and one student at a time (Cameron). Social justice is the focal point
and the ultimate outcome of educators’ work.
Such notions transcend the usual account of what educators do in their day-to-day
roles, and certainly elevate the work of student affairs beyond the task-oriented jobs and
roles the field of student affairs was initially intended to fulfill.
Andre
Andre is a TRIO student support services assistant director at a mid-sized, urban
university. In this role, he works directly with first-generation students, students with
disabilities, and low-income students. When working with his students, he provides
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coaching, counseling, and education on a variety of “life skills and education” for his
students to be successful throughout and after their college experiences.
Early on in the interview, Andre shared that being an educator is, “very central, I
think, to, like, how I see myself and what I do.” Andre elaborated on this further in the
interview process when asked what it means to be an educator as a student affairs
professional:
“I think it is a huge part of the way that I see myself… I think of, like, all of the work
that I do is around being an educator. It's around helping, helping folks see, I guess,
opportunities that maybe they weren't aware of… I think of all the facilitation that I do
around workshops related to specific topics, of everything from, like, navigating higher
ed to navigating a career search to just personal development. Like, all of those
workshops that I lead are connected to, I think, to being an educator, I think, and how I
see myself in that role.”
For Andre, being an educator is central to all aspects of his role as a student affairs
professional. His identification as an educator heavily informs his practice and
philosophy when approaching his work.
In addition to his self-characterization as an educator, one of the other very first
things Andre shared about himself was his lineage as an educator in his family:
“I'm a second generation educator, I should say, my mom was a teacher. So that was
definitely a big piece, I think, in influencing my world view. And funny enough, my
older sister that I'm very close with is a faculty member at a community college. So
education has been a big part of my life for a long time.”
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Andre had his mom and his sister as possibility models for him potentially going into
education. However, Andre’s view of his mother as an educator was particularly strong
and beyond simply ‘she was an educator:’
“She was an adaptive physical education teacher. And so she worked specifically
with students with physical disabilities and mental disabilities from grades K through
eight in doing physical education. So a lot of it was developing fine motor skills, working
in conjunction with, with occupational therapists, and just helping students gain a love for
physical activity that didn't necessarily... that wasn’t, wasn't necessarily offered through
some of the rest of their education. And so, like, I grew up with, with her passion for
educating and for teaching, and with the framework very much so of, education is, like,
an opportunity to give back to the community, to invest in others. And, and really it's,
like, one of the greatest acts of, like, service that you can do, is to be an educator.”
This reverence for what it means to be an educator was salient throughout Andre’s
interviews. It was clear that, from an early age, ‘educator’ was a powerful concept that
has stayed with him in his own professional journey as an educator.
Another major element of Andre’s interviews was the potential for education to have
a profound impact on others’ lives. Andre’s mom was a first-generation college student
and her story reminds him of the impact he can have on others.
“A big part of my motivation has always been to serve my community and to change,
change narratives for folks. I mean it comes back to, like, the inspiration of my parents’
story and some of the barriers that they faced to get my mom through education, and, and
it's... You know, a lot of the TRIO students that I work with now… Trio exists to
88

hopefully shift narratives for populations that we know face additional barriers because of
our systems. And so, yeah, it's just, it's one that I think often about, you know, my
motivation and why I do what I do and why I’m fulfilled by it.”
The role of education in impacting society-at-large was prevalent throughout his
interviews, but particularly so when he reflected on his first professional role working at
a multicultural center:
“It made working in student affairs less about, you know, the gratification of getting
to serve somebody and see their success as my success, and more of thinking of the larger
picture of, ‘here's how the world can change if we continue to do this work in this way, if
we continue to impart into others, like, the need to be of service to the community and the
passion for making things better for others and paying it forward.’ So I think that's a big
piece of it.”
For Andre, the outcome of education is far more than an academic credential;
education is a means of creating a more just society. And as an educator, Andre feels it is
the essence of his daily work to be in service of others to help make this happen.
Andre’s story is of a student affairs professional who has experienced first-hand the
impact educators can have. He identifies as an educator in no small part due to his mom
demonstrating how educators can change lives and narratives. He carries this with him
and lets the impact he can have on others and society influence his philosophies and
beliefs throughout his work. Andre’s lifelong constructs of ‘educator’ and education’s
influence on his family’s narrative have made ‘educator’ into a powerful concept for him
that extends beyond simply his employment.
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More Than a Job, Conclusion
This nuance, more than a job, captures an overarching aura that surrounds ‘educator’
in the eyes of the participants. Not once throughout the interviews was ‘educator’
considered a simple, mundane job to be completed. Whether speaking about its social
justice goals, their intimate histories with it, or how it flows through them, ‘educator’ was
an idea treated with reverence by all of the participants. Understanding ‘educator’ as a
meaningful concept is integral to fully making sense of the remainder of the participants’
thoughts. This is also vital to the field of student affairs, something explored more in
Chapter Five.
Table 11: More Than a Job, Key Quotes
Participant Quote
Christine

Almost exclusively. Um, yeah, I mean, I think that that is a core
piece of who I am as a human… That was always the goal, was to
be an educator of some sort.

Keith

It flows through everything I do

Andre

I definitely see being an educator as like the most important part of
my role and, I think, the part that I value the most.

Jane

I feel like education is, is meant for the betterment of society… to
create better citizens and members of a collective society.

Zoe

I do think that we as student affairs professionals are maybe being
put in a position to be disruptors more now than ever as we try to,
like, have all this, like, anti-racism work and social justice.

Raider

It's all I ever thought I was going to be.

Andre

I’m a second-generation educator. I should say my mom was a
teacher, so that was definitely a big piece I think in influencing my
world view.
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Nuance: Educator Function
The first nuance explored the meaning of being an educator from an almost
philosophical lens. While this explained the participants’ overall beliefs regarding what it
means to be an educator, something greater than simply a job one holds, it did not
provide many tangible meanings for what educators do nor who can be considered an
educator. The second and third nuances both approach what being an educator is from
frameworks that provide answers to these questions. This particular nuance, educator
function, explores ‘educator’ as a function and makes sense of educator roles through the
constructs of directness and formality.
Table 12: Educator Function, Overview
Theme

Nuance

What it
means to be
an educator

Educator
function

Exemplar Quote
If you have an audience and what you
are doing with it (Ariel Gilmore)

Significant
Statements
121

Throughout the interviews, participants characterized themselves and routinely their
student affairs colleagues as educators. However, at the same time, participants
acknowledged that faculty were also educators. Given the vast differences, at least
aesthetically, between their work as student affairs professionals and the work of faculty,
the researcher sought to understand how they could both be educators. Many of the
participants’ thoughts on the subject indicated that educators are identified by having the
primary function of helping others learn, of “transferring information” (Rachel). In other
words, so long as the primary function of a person’s role is to help others learn, then that
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person is an educator. Participants shared that an educator may be closely related to the
learning, such as actually being the one facilitating the learning with the learner, or not so
closely related, such as creating the structures and policies that enable the learning to take
place. With these descriptors in mind, educator function emerged, where ‘educator’ can
be viewed as a function, with the possibility of someone being labeled an educator being
generally bound by the individual’s position and outcomes of the individual’s work.
Given this overarching idea, two constructs emerged regarding how to describe the
spectrum of educator functions. These constructs were directness (“if you have an
audience;” Ariel Gilmore) and formality (“what you are doing with it;” Ariel Gilmore).
Figure 3 provides a visual for this representation and the constructs are discussed more
below.

Figure 3: Educator as a Function
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One of the constructs used to understand the spectrum of ‘educator’ when viewed as a
function was directness (the top and bottom halves of Figure 3). Directness deals with
proximity to the actual learning taking place. Direct educators are individuals working
alongside students, such as classroom professors, career counselors, and studentemployee supervisors. These are the professionals directly responsible for facilitating
learning and the learning opportunities. Indirect educators are individuals supporting
direct educators, such as academic deans and directors of conduct. These are the
professionals helping to create the conditions for learning to take place.
The other construct used for understanding educator as a function was formality (the
left and right halves of Figure 3). Formality deals with the elements and the process of
the educational experiences being undertaken by students. Formal educators invoke
traditional educational elements such as learning outcomes, tests, specific information,
and outcomes tied to tangible evaluations of students’ learnings. Formal education
generally culminates in formal, recognized acknowledgements of knowledge acquisition,
such as grades and certificates. Informal educators do intentionally work towards learning
and knowledge acquisition, but generally do so without tangible, traditional elements of
learning. Indirect educators are educators “without a curriculum” (Christine). Actual
‘tests’ may not exist, but students do find themselves in positions to implement the
lessons they are taking away from the educational experiences. Informal education often
produces transferable skills and knowledge that may not be recognized via a formal
credential.
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With this in mind, considering Figure 3, people can be deemed educators if their work
can fit into one of the four quadrants, so long as the primary outcome of the work is
student learning. Direct/formal educators are those invoking traditional elements of
education while working directly with students, such as classroom professors and
diversity trainers. Direct/informal educators are those working directly with students, but
doing so without traditional educational tools, such as career counselors and tutors.
Indirect/formal educators are those creating policy and supporting formal educators, such
as academic deans and instructional coaches. Indirect/informal educators are often those
creating policy and supporting informal educators, such as student affairs department
directors and department administrative assistants.
With the directness versus formality framework (Figure 3) synthesizing the
participants’ comments that suggested educator is a function, some of the participants’
thoughts regarding how they fit as educators can be better understood.
Considering Figure 3, the functions that are historically ‘educators’ in higher
education are in the formal/direct (top-right) quadrant, with the informal/indirect
(bottom-left) quadrant housing many historically non-educational roles. In line with this,
participants expressed feeling least like educators when they are deep in the
informal/indirect quadrant. For example, numerous participants noted that the bulk of
work in an area like student conduct - meeting with students, having developmental
conversations, practicing social justice (i.e., direct educational work) - would “all be
educational” (Christine). This was in contrast to other areas, such as the registrar’s office
where the work - enrolling/unenrolling students, putting out policies, large
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communication (i.e., generally indirect educational work) were deemed “not as closely
aligned” to educator opportunities (Cameron). As another example, many participants
described direct, meaningful interactions with students as “100% the most rewarding”
aspects of the role (Andre). This sentiment was shared by many and was particularly
salient when some participants conveyed general concern when thinking about other roles
or advancing to new positions that would move them further and further away from the
formal/direct quadrant. These concerns were never about suggesting that people in
informal/indirect roles are not educators, just that it is easier and more natural for those in
formal/direct functions to identify as educators, and in this case, for the participants’
identities as educators to be satisfied.
Raider
Having served as a traditional high school teacher in addition to her current work as a
higher education professional, Raider brings a generally unique perspective to what it
means to be an educator. Raider considers being an educator a calling for her that she has
felt all her life. Currently, Raider serves as a program manager for living-learning
communities for a residence life department at a large university. In this role, she
supervises a graduate assistant who oversees a peer mentor program. Raider also
coordinates logistics for students interested in being a part of her university’s various
living-learning communities. She also writes curriculum and leads training for first-year
experience course facilitators. Raider considers herself an educator.
As previously noted, the third interview focused extensively on the participants’
thoughts on what it means to be an educator. One question in that interview was related
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to if the participants, regardless of their own identification, would apply identity-aseducator to their colleagues or profession. To this question, Raider’s answer clearly
portrayed ‘educator’ as a function contingent on the role a person fulfills and if learning
is happening as a result of the person’s actions:
“I think yes and no… I've got a colleague in the department who is a student affairs
professional in the department of residence life whose sole job is, is to fulfill maintenance
orders, right? And so, like, he's considered a full-time professional person because he's
got, he's got a graduate degree [related to student affairs]. And so he's, you know,
considered a professional in our division. But what he does in his job has nothing to do
with educating students. It's about making sure the buildings run. Now, I suppose you
could always make the connection, you know, 14 times removed or something, that if a
student doesn't live in an environment that is, you know, having… that doesn’t
consistently have locks that lock and water that is the right temperature and correct flow
of air and all of those things, that that affects their ability to learn well. And I would
agree. But I don't think that that makes the facilitator of those areas an educator… So
that's an example I think of, like, someone I work with who is considered a student affairs
professional, but I don't think that they consider… I don't believe their role is as an
educator.”
Out of curiosity and to better understand her thoughts on what it means to be an
educator, the follow-up question of if she believes the colleague she described would
consider himself an educator, Raider remained true to her initial thought:
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“I don't think he would consider himself an educator. I think he would consider the
fact that, in some aspects of his unit, people are learning things. But I don't think that he
would consider himself an educator because he's not the one responsible for the people
who are doing the learning in some form or fashion.”
Raider’s explanation for her colleague not being an educator makes it clear that one
understanding of ‘educator’ is that it is a function. For someone to be considered an
educator, the work an individual is performing and what impact that individual is having
on others’ learning are the primary factors.
Given her experience as a high school teacher, Raider was asked to expound upon
those roles that would be considered educators, particularly to compare and contrast the
difference between professors and student affairs professionals as educators. Raider’s
response alluded to degrees to which someone would be considered an educator:
“I think you're more of an educator if you're a traditional classroom teacher or
professor, than you are as a student affairs professional. Yes, there are committee
meetings as a teacher, but those almost always relate to students, right? So, like, you're
always in that educator mind frame of, ‘we may be, you know, figuring out logistics for
something, but it's logistics to benefit the student.’ You know, there's obviously some
times where you're not in an educator role, but some, I think those times tend to be more
about, like, you, just as a professional, you know, like doing your own self-evaluation, or
taking your teacher certification exams, or renewing the, you know, trainings and those
types of things... I think kind of fall under the category of, ‘what do I have to do so I can
continue, so I can continue to be an educator?’”
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For Raider, there are differences between educators depending on what they are doing
and how they are spending their time. They are all educators, but perhaps just in different
ways or to different degrees. These thoughts were influential in developing the directness
and formality constructs within this nuance.
Regarding these two frameworks, directness was a major topic throughout Raider’s
interviews. When describing herself as a professional, direct student contact was
consistently an important factor for her as an educator:
“I didn't realize when I started how rewarding I would find it, and how much I would
come to value the connections I make and keep with students, right? So like they’re… I
mean connections are for any given amount of time, but it's the students that have found
value in their relationship with me... Has been the best part of being a student affairs
professional.”
Directness particularly came into play when Raider considered the possibility of
moving away from direct student contact due to advancement or program growth:
“That's a struggle for me, because I feel like... Because for me, educator is, is at the
heart, my purpose. And the thought of removing myself from the line where I could
educate the most people, and, and be disconnected from students is rough… I grapple
with that because I think… Okay, so then if I'm not engaging with students directly, then
maybe I'm moving to a different role as an educator and learning to educate, you know, a
professional staff member rather than a student staff member. Or maybe I can then free
up some of my time to do something else that would fulfill me in the role of educator.”
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Although she would still consider herself an educator, Raider’s self-perception as an
educator would change, a significant fact considering the research surrounding identity.
The potential for this change was vivid when Raider brought up her emotional connection
to her role should something along these lines happen: “Like, the farther away I get from
student contact, the less happy I am in my role.”
Having served previously as a high school teacher and currently as a student affairs
professional, Raider brings a broad perspective on what it means to be an educator.
Despite the differences between the two professions, Raider has consistently identified as
an educator based on the work she has performed and her proximity to learning, aspects
of her work contingent on the roles she has held. Her thoughts regarding the differences
between educators depending on direct contact with students and formal educational
endeavors shed light on the variety of positions that can be labeled as ‘educators.’
Educator Function, Conclusion
When answering what it means to be an educator, participants frequently
characterized educator as a function that a person fulfills based on the nature of the
person’s work. The ideas of directness and formality created constructs to make sense of
the kinds of roles that would be considered educators. Figure 3 illustrates these constructs
and provides examples for each of the four quadrants. This framework lends credence for
how people engaging in such different work can all be considered educators. The
implications of viewing educator as a role and further commentary on the issues
expressed by the participants are explored in Chapter Five.
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Table 13: Educator Function, Key Quotes
Participant

Quote

Cameron

I don’t know that I would love working in the registrar’s office...
and I love talking with the registrars about policy and how to help
a student understand that policy and navigate that, but… Even
though those are in student affairs, for me, it’s not as closely
aligned to an educator opportunity.

Ariel Gilmore

If you have an audience and what you are doing with it.

Christine

I think there are spaces that, like I said, kind of the examples that I
gave of like, student conduct and leadership development, stuff
like those are more, pretty much all of the things that you’re doing
are educational. Versus in other spaces where they may not be as
like, overt.

Melissa

What actually, like, gets me going and what actually is the most
engaging is probably more the strategy based work where I’m
really having to figure out how to navigate an issue at this
institution or where I’m trying to make bigger picture change.

Andre

One hundred percent, any, any student interaction is the most
rewarding for me.

Raider

Educator is, is at the heart, my purpose. And the thought of
removing myself from the line where I could educate the most
people, and, and be disconnected from students is rough.

Andre

There's formal grading processes for faculty members, whereas a
lot of administrators, like our accountability looks like follow-up
conversations with people, where we're not, we're not giving them
any grade, we're not telling them whether they passed or failed and
continue to move on toward their degree, we're just trying to say
like, ‘hey, doing these things might be more helpful, or might help
you develop in this particular way.’

Christine

I am an educator without a curriculum.

Keith

What we do is we provide, you know, information to students, we
help them so that when they have to do something, like go to court
or negotiate with someone or file a report with a governmental
agency or talk to a client if they’re, you know, conducting a
business, that type of thing… You know, that’s their test!
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Nuance: Educator Ethos
The third nuance, educator ethos, concludes the trio of nuances that address the
theme what it means to be an educator. In contrast to educator being a function
contingent on role as detailed by the second nuance, educator function, this third nuance,
educator ethos, harmonizes the participants’ thoughts that characterize ‘educator’ as an
ethos grounded in mindset and approach an individual can take regardless of position or
nature of work. When viewed as an ethos, ‘educator’ evokes particular principles and
ideas about how people are engaging in their work, such as individualized education,
valuing growth, and student-centered thinking.
Table 14: Educator Ethos, Overview
Theme

Nuance

Exemplar Quote

What it
means to be
an educator

Educator
ethos

Educator is an ethos and a praxis, not
a position (Cameron)

Significant
Statements
200

When discussing what it means to be an educator, participants generally began with
ideas connected to the nuance of educator function. As previously detailed, educators
were typically described based on the type of work they were engaging in and the
primary outcomes of that work. However, as their thoughts regarding educators
continued, many of the characteristics that began being associated with educators were no
longer contingent on what was being done, but how. For example, simply working with
students isn’t enough; rather, being an educator is “a lot of listening and understanding
[students’] individual needs” (Rachel). Ideas such as this led to the participants sharing
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the possibility of two people in the same role performing the same functions but not both
being educators, with the possible difference coming from how they go about their work.
In these situations, people without the proper mindsets/approaches were described based
on the explicit functions of their roles, such as an administrator, while those with the
proper mindsets/approaches were described as educators. With this, ‘educator’ was no
longer a function, but instead an “ethos, a praxis” (Cameron).
This was particularly prevalent when the question was posed, “who else on a college
campus would or could be characterized as an educator?” Up until that point in the
dialogues, the primary people considered to be (or not be) educators were faculty and
fairly traditional student affairs professionals, such as student government advisors,
student conduct coordinators, residence life directors, and vice presidents of student
affairs. The question of ‘who else’ frequently prompted participants to comment on other
higher education employees generally considered auxiliary or business services, such as
facilities and maintenance. With few exceptions, the participants acknowledged the
capacity for facilities and maintenance workers to be educators so long as they approach
their work in an intentional manner focused on others' learning.
Given all of this, the end result was that educators are labeled as such based on their
ethos when they approach their work, both mentally and practically. ‘Educator’ is a
moniker that “anyone” (Ariel Gilmore) can embrace no matter where they work or what
their work encompasses so long as their mindset/approach is that of an educator.
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Table 15 details some of the language used to describe both faculty and student
affairs professionals depending on whether or not they embody what it means to be an
educator. Deeper descriptions of the ideas that developed this nuance follow the table.
Table 15: Descriptors for Educators and Non-Educators

Faculty

Non-Educator Ethos

Educator Ethos

Teacher, Instructor

Educator (Generally Formal)

Student Affairs Administrator, Bureaucrat
Professional

Educator (Generally Informal)

One of the prevalent characteristics of educators is taking an individualized approach
to education. Educators discover what each learner needs and adapts their educational
work to those individualizations. Education is authentic when it is “individualized to the
student or the group” (Veronica). The participants detailed how they could perform their
jobs by simply giving the same information in the same medium to any student who
needs that information, an approach some participants said would be an easier, less-time
consuming approach. However, referencing Table 15, this would make them
administrators or bureaucrats, not educators. As educators, they adapt the information and
format of the information to their students’ needs so that it is meaningful to each student.
Without doing so, at best, they could “chance” into being educators (Ian), but without
that intentionality, they would not consistently be educators.
Another concept tied to educator ethos is related to the desired outcome of the work
being done; specifically, educators “value growth and development” (Andre) for their
students. Educators determine and measure the growth of their students (i.e., students
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moving forward regardless of starting and ending points), whereas non-educators are
more concerned with the final outcome of their students’ work relative to predetermined
metrics (e.g. a pass/fail cutoff, a test score). The difference here is that, although the
predetermined metric does demonstrate a student’s knowledge of a particular set of
information, it does not indicate if the student learned anything as a result of the
educational experience. A student may enter a class on a subject already knowing a good
amount about that subject, and even though that student may earn a good grade, the
student might not learn anything from the class. Using language from Table 15 above, a
teacher or instructor may be satisfied with the student earning a good grade, but an
educator may not be depending on if growth actually occurred.
The final element noted for educator being an ethos is the concept of student-centered
thinking, an “essential value” for educators (Rachel). An administrator approaches work
with priority given to things such as finances or policy; an educator may consider these
things, but always does so while giving top priority to students. Student-centered thinking
is characterized by ideas such as starting with the students rather than the material, and
prioritizing learning over other competing demands of an educational institution. This
concept is particularly salient for people not immediately involved in teaching and
learning, as it enables identity-as-educator to continue to be strong despite the day-to-day
work often consisting of emails, meetings, and decision making. Having a studentcentered approach to work was one of the pivotal ways noted for how educational leaders
could continue to maintain ‘educator’ status despite how far removed they generally are
from students.
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Cameron
Cameron is an assistant director for scholarship support and retention at an urban,
mid-sized university. Her father has served as a high school teacher for over 30 years.
Her partner and her closest friends are also traditional educators in the K12 environment.
However, unlike her close circle, Cameron found herself drawn to being an educator via
student affairs. Despite the functional differences between herself and those around her,
she does not hesitate to identify as an educator.
Early on in the interviews, Cameron indicated that “generally speaking, faculty are
educators,” but for student affairs professionals, “it depends.” When asked to elaborate
on how faculty and student affairs professionals are the same and different when viewed
as educators, she elaborated:
“Yeah, so I think that the most amazing faculty are, you know, the ones who
recognize that students have complex lives and educate with compassion. And so I would
say that of student affairs professionals as well, like, how can we make sure students’
basic needs are met? If a student expresses they are having a struggle, how can we
connect them to resources? Okay, we have a requirement for something but X, Y, or Z
came up, where can we show grace and flexibility and compassion? And like really
centering the humanity of our students. And then I think also those educators, those two
groups, think of the learning outcomes; how, how are they going to assess those learning
outcomes? They might not do it with the most competence on either of those, but
certainly have that in mind. And then I think develop student relationships… So, that…
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here is that trust and the students’ psychological feeling of safety to learn and the
students’ willingness to engage and have a sustained relationship.”
For Cameron, student affairs professionals and faculty, when they are both being
educators, are the same in that they place students first. They care about students’
individual experiences. They show grace and compassion. They develop sustained
relationships through trust and safety. These are not elements of any person’s role, but
rather ways that professionals can approach their work with students.
Cameron indicated that not everyone approaches their work this way, and for those
people who do not, they would not be described as educators. Instead, she indicated, “I
guess, describe them by, like, functional... they'd be professionals in... they’d be
functional professionals in that functional area.” And perhaps this is just part of the
process:
“I think we don't hire for educators, we do hire for functional areas, expertise. Um,
and I think educator is like an ethos and a praxis, not a position we're hiring for, or a
competency. And you might understand a person's ethos or praxis, their pedagogy
through interviews… I think it's just how people interact in their position and apply,
apply their skills, competencies and also like pedagogical perspectives.”
Someone may be hired as an instructor, but not be an educator; hired as a student
affairs professional, but not be an educator. In either case, being an educator is dependent
on how they are completing their roles rather than what their roles are.
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When asked if there are any other employees on a college campus that could be
considered educators, Cameron extended the possibility to those even outside of faculty
and student affairs:
“You know what I've been thinking about recently, is custodial staff, and how the
custodial staff that I had in undergrad did a lot of emotional caretaking of me in the
residence halls, and that they were employed by the university and we knew them… If,
like, folks are part of the university team and are considered part of the team, are
considered important to student relationships, then certainly I think they can... To
students’ learning experiences, I think they could totally be part of that. And when I
worked in reslife, the custodial staff would oftentimes be the ones who were alerting the
other staff to like ‘hey this student’s struggling,’ or ‘there's something going on on this
floor.’”
As a final point of clarity on this, Cameron was asked if she believes everyone on a
college campus has the potential to be an educator. She responded affirmatively:
“Yeah, because, again, I think educator’s kind of that ethos and praxis and
pedagogical perspective. I don't think everyone is automatically an educator. I think it's
how they understand their role and then interact in that role to support students and for
student learning.”
It has nothing to do with role - no matter the work someone was hired to do, so long
as the work is approached with care for students and learning as the priority, a person has
the capacity to be an educator.
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For Cameron, her sense of identity-as-educator is not derived from the position she is
in, but rather her mindset and approach to her work. Whether this is through her routine
of taking the long way each morning to say ‘hi’ to various students or her student-first
philosophy when making decisions, Cameron is an educator because of how she cares for
students and prioritizes education. She feels fortunate to be in a position where she can
make a difference in the lives of students, much how educators have made a difference in
her own life.
Educator Ethos, Conclusion
This nuance, educator ethos, unites the participants’ thoughts on how people outside
of traditional educational roles can be considered educators. When ‘educator’ is viewed
as an ethos characterized by mindset and approach, it enables anyone to serve as an
educator regardless of position or work. The ideas of personalized educational
experiences, valuing growth, and student-centered thinking are the elements mentioned
by the participants as making up an educator ethos. These are key concepts that should be
elevated to cultivate the educator identity in student affairs professionals and are further
examined in Chapter Five.
Table 16: Educator Ethos, Key Quotes
Participant Quote
Cameron

Educator is an ethos and a praxis, not a position

Rachel

When working with a student, it’s a lot of listening and understanding
their individual needs and looking at them as a holistic person.

Veronica

The most with me when it comes to, like, the idea of the educator piece
is probably just making sure that it’s individualized to the student or the
group.
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Participant Quote
Ian

If somebody is given a book and said, you know, ‘teach the content
that’s in this book,’ and there’s never any sort of thought of, ‘is this
useful, is this helpful?’ I think, to me, that’s not necessarily education. I
think you could probably accidentally chance into education with that
format.

Christine

That kind of growth, willingness-for-growth piece, that is important to
me.

Andre

An educator is anyone that values learning and growth in others as well
as themselves.

Melissa

If both parties are doing their jobs well, students would be at the center
of our work.

Ariel
Gilmore

An educator can be anyone.

Jane

I think that there are educators in every single possible position you can
have in student affairs… There are people in roles in student affairs that,
you know, maybe they're more, like, specifically, like facilities-related
or custodial-related or something like that, that some of those people,
and I'm not going to say all, some of those people do not always see
themselves as educators. And I am basing this off of folks that I have
met in those positions that struggle with that piece, and have said that,
you know, have said, ‘look, I'm coming to work, I'm cleaning stuff.
That's what I'm here to do. That's what I want to do. That's it.’ Um, I
also met custodians that will be able to tell you exactly how they are an
educator.

Reflection: Reconciling Function and Ethos
When considered independently, the second nuance (educator function) and third
nuance (educator ethos) generally make sense. Each nuance provides a broad idea for
what it means to be an educator and subsequently presents descriptors and markers to
understand who can be considered an educator within each nuance’s framework.
However, the two frameworks provided by the nuances are not seamless when viewed
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together. While there is overlap between them with room for people to be educators
based on both perspectives, there is also space for someone to be an educator in one
framework and not the other, thereby creating a contradiction between the two
frameworks. This would be of lesser concern if each framework emerged out of
independent groups of participants, but every participant contributed ideas and thoughts
that led to the dual frameworks being developed. While the interplay between the two
frameworks was not a substantial portion of the participants’ thoughts, there were enough
presented that help reconcile how the two frameworks tie together, thereby providing
more clarity for what it means to be an educator. The final conclusion of this interplay is
that ‘educator’ is generally regarded as more of an ethos than a function, but that a
person’s function may inform their propensity to identify as an educator.
The main contradiction that exists when looking at the two frameworks together is
that it is possible for a person to be considered an educator in one framework and not the
other. When viewed as a function, the capacity for people to be educators is limited by
the nature and the primary outcomes of their work; a person’s self-identification is
irrelevant to potential. When viewed as an ethos, the capacity for people to be educators
is fairly unlimited, as anyone can adopt the ethos of an educator: a person’s actual
function is irrelevant to potential. As an example, groundskeepers would not be
considered educators based strictly on functionality, but could be considered educators
based on how they perform their work. Alternatively, faculty members would be
educators based strictly on functionality, but may not be educators if an educator ethos is
not taken when performing their work.
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Beyond hypothetical frameworks and descriptions, the participants did provide
specific examples of employees on their college campuses that could be considered
educators. These examples shed more light on what it means to be an educator. Cameron
described janitors at her undergraduate institution as educators based on the “emotional
caretaking” they provided for her and her peers. Keith described an arborist at his
institution as an educator because the arborist has an Instagram account through his role
at the university where he details different trees, plants, and animals around campus and
his followers are “exposed to new knowledge.” Ian described the janitorial staff at his
university as educators because they lead workshops on recycling and integrate the
workshops into various academic programs. While brief, anecdotes such as these were
near-universal from the participants, particularly so as the participants reconciled
between function and ethos within themselves. Examples like these tend to demonstrate
that viewing ‘educator’ as an ethos grounded in mindset and approach may be the more
pervasive perspective rather than function, even if participants individually shared both
possibilities.
Regardless of one framework being more prominent than the other, there were a few
significant statements made that create an interplay between educator being a function
and being as an ethos. Although sparse, these statements do suggest a possible connection
between the two frameworks. Effectively, some participants suggested that the less likely
a person’s function fits the framework of being an educator based on function, the less
likely that person would be to identify as an educator based on ethos. Roles that engage
“with students more frequently… lend themselves to that education piece” (Christine).
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On the other hand, employees who are “disengaged in their role or are seeing their role as
more operational than influential” are less likely to view themselves as educators
(Melissa). The implication of this is that there is a connection between a person’s
function and the propensity for that person to ultimately have an educator ethos. In other
words, the more easily a person’s function fits that of an educator, the more likely that
person will adopt the ethos of an educator.
This reflection was meant to provide more clarity on the nuances educator function
and educator ethos. Given that all 12 participants contributed to both nuances, it was
important to address the contradictions as best as possible so as to understand the
participants’ ultimate meanings as best as possible. It was an intentional choice for this
reflection to not be a stand-alone nuance as there were few statements that specifically
discussed the relationship between the two nuances. However, it was important enough to
cover as much as possible given its potential to inform how student affairs professionals
make sense of their roles and others’ roles as educators.
What it Means to Be an Educator, Conclusion
The primary motivator for this research was to understand how student affairs
professionals make sense of their roles as educators. Given the differences between
traditional classroom educators and student affairs professionals, it was natural that
defining what it means to be an educator, regardless of profession, would be a topic. The
collective theme what it means to be an educator makes it clear that ‘educator’ is a
complicated term that holds deep meaning for the participants. The three nuances
presented, more than a job, educator function, and educator ethos, demonstrate three
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interconnected ways that the participants make sense of what it means to be an educator.
These three nuances provide deeper insight into how student affairs professionals make
sense of their roles and are explored further in Chapter Five.
Theme: How Student Affairs Professionals’ Identities Develop
The first theme encapsulated the participants’ perspectives on what it means to be an
educator. Given the prominence of identity-as-educator for their professional identities,
this was a natural place to start in terms of presenting the themes so as to have a full
understanding for what the term ‘educator’ means to the participants. In addition to the
participants sharing their understandings of what it means to be an educator, the
participants also shared how they came to have these interpretations of the term
‘educator’ along with how they developed their professionals identities. This information
culminated in the second theme, how student affairs professionals’ identities develop.
This theme explores how the participants’ professional identities have developed. This
information provides a deeper understanding of their professional paths and the
influences on them as professionals.
Potentially an element to be taken for granted, it is important to note that all of the
participants could clearly identify sources and experiences along their professional paths
that helped develop their professional identities. The idea of professional values and
sources of those values was not a nebulous idea for them and it prompted both positive
and negative reactions. Some participants immediately shared those powerful
relationships that set the stage and demonstrated values such as “love” and “care” that
still guide them to this day (Ariel Gilmore). Others noted how their sources of
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professional identity development and the values being learned would “clash” with their
own values and perspectives on how to be a professional (Andre). Key experiences and
pivotal relationships were frequently elevated as being what helped them see who they
did or did not want to be and how they did or did not want to conduct themselves as
professionals. Of course these were not always the same, especially given the variety of
professional journeys represented by the participants, with some having careers unrelated
to higher education before entering their current roles, and others going straight from
undergrad into Student Affairs graduate programs before beginning to working as student
affairs professionals.
Across all of the participants, there were a wide variety of sources, processes, and
steps for how their professional identities have developed. However, there were a handful
of generally consistent sources frequently shared by the participants. These shared
sources compose the one nuance of this theme, lifelong professional identity
development. Although only a single nuance, the nuance gives a wide scope for where
participants learned what it means to be a student affairs professional, with many patterns
existing throughout.
As a structural note, for the sake of not having two identical tables in a row, the
overview table for this theme has been omitted and the information can be found in the
following nuance.
Nuance: Lifelong Professional Identity Development
Reviewing Chapter One and Chapter Two, one of the strengths of this research was
that it would have practical applications towards the field of student affairs and individual
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student affairs professionals. Understanding how student affairs professionals make sense
of their professional roles would be valuable information towards impacting the field of
student affairs. With this in mind, the research needed to understand the major influences
that led to them having the professional identities that they do. As such, a portion of the
research focused on how the participants’ professional identities developed. Generally
speaking, participants reported their professional identity development as a lifelong
journey, encompassing their own personal upbringings, their own undergraduate
experiences, time in graduate programs, and professional relationships as their varying
professional identity development sources.
Table 17: Lifelong Professional Identity Development, Overview
Theme

Nuance

Exemplar Quote

Significant
Statements

How student
affairs
professionals’
identities develop

Lifelong
professional
identity
development

I think I just had good
examples of how to lead and
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how to be a professional in
this field (Christine)

When describing themselves as professionals, there was generally a flow to the
narratives on how they came to be the professionals they are. Participants often started
with their upbringings as being innate sources of their professional identity development,
not an exceptionally surprising starting point given how many participants were
influenced by family members growing up. Values such as “excellence” and “hard work”
are elements of their professional identities because that is what “parents instilled” in
them (Zoe). The natural ways they interact with people were simply “adapted” to fit into
their roles (Ian). Ethos such as “say what you mean, mean what you say” (Jane) come
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from their childhoods where all they had was their words. Ideas like these were frequent
as the participants described how they came to be the professionals they are. In a
somewhat scaffolding manner, these early life lessons seemed to shape who they are as
professionals, in general, rather than specifically student affairs professionals. Given the
complex and interwoven nature of identities (Myers, 2009), it was not surprising to hear
personal values and histories playing substantial parts in the participants’ current
professional identities.
In a somewhat chronological fashion, participants often moved from their upbringing
to their undergraduate experiences. For many of the participants, their initial exposure to
student affairs came when they were undergraduate students. It was during this time that
they began working in student affairs as student-employees (e.g., resident assistants, peer
mentors), became involved in student affairs activities (e.g., student government, student
activities board members), or received guidance from student affairs professionals (e.g.,
career counseling, life coaching). These experiences often inspired them and began
shaping their perspectives regarding what student affairs professionals do. The
participants witnessed “love and care” (Ariel Gilmore) that could be imparted from
student affairs professionals to students, saw “possibility models” (Cameron) for their
lives, and were introduced to a career option that most had never considered in the form
of student affairs. These interactions were often meaningful and made lasting impressions
that still inform their own practices. These experiences served as the bases for many
participants’ understandings of what being a student affairs professional, in general,
should be.
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While their undergraduate years provided introductions to the student affairs
profession, for those participants who attended or are attending student affairs-oriented
graduate programs, it is their graduate program experiences that really began molding
their professional identities. Through classes about student development theory and
college counseling, the profession of student affairs “just clicked” (Melissa). In-depth
conversations with professors, supervisors, and colleagues provided the space for
participants to grow as people and more clearly see connections between themselves and
the profession. In addition to gaining a more nuanced understanding of what it means to
be student affairs professionals, some participants credited this time for when they were
first exposed to the concept of student affairs professionals as educators. The “idea of
being an educator” (Veronica) as a student affairs professional began manifesting in
graduate school as a result of the intentional conversations and reflections that coincided
with their classes, graduate assistantships, and advisors. It should be noted that, although
this was a feature of many participants’ descriptions of graduate programs, the expressed
novelty of the interview topic and questions indicates that ‘educator’ was not greatly
discussed in graduate programs; this concept is explored in a later theme.
The last and chronologically most recent common source of professional
development was other professionals. Throughout the interviews, participants noted “key
student affairs professionals” (Rachel) in their lives that have influenced their identities.
Supervision, as in “being supervised by other people” (Jane), has been pivotal for their
development. Good supervisors have empowered them personally, “professionally,” and
“academically” (Keith). Bad supervisors have provided examples for how to not function
117

as student affairs professionals. Mentors have provided unbiased and honest perspectives
that they do not receive elsewhere. Relationships such as these, especially the good ones,
have created more intentional opportunities for the participants to reflect on their work
and grow. Whether through formal (e.g. supervisors) or informal relationships (e.g.
mentors, colleagues), it was clear that other professionals have served as substantial
sources of identity development.
Melissa
Melissa serves as the associate director for a student union. In this role, she works
with a number of different areas which includes overseeing campus programming,
advising student organizations, and managing the student union building’s security. Some
of her essential professional values include trust, authenticity, honesty, and genuine
connections, all elements of her identity she took away from her family’s upbringing.
Like many of the participants, Melissa did not initially intend on going into student
affairs. Her initial plans as an undergraduate student were to be an audiologist. During
her college years, she worked hard to set herself up for the next steps of this career, and
also worked part-time as a student programmer with her campus’s student activities
department, a role that she spent the majority of her time with, whether planning or
participating. This position with student affairs was a powerful experience and began
shaping her perspective on the field:
“My mentors helped me understand why I was doing what I was doing. I wasn't just
doing a job on campus as a student, I understood why that was necessary, I understood
that students needed to be engaged so that they would persist toward graduation, and I
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understood that as an undergraduate student. And so the fact that my mentors were
having those conversations with me was also extremely helpful because it put the reason
behind the action and that has stuck with me to this day.”
However, a series of events made it clear during her senior year that she would have
to change professional plans. Experiencing a crisis, Melissa turned to the people she most
trusted on campus: her supervisors and advisors (i.e., student affairs professionals).
“I immediately turned to my mentors who were student affairs professionals after that
happened and I was crying in their offices and they helped me refocus and figure out
really what path I wanted to go in… The conversation that I had with those mentors was:
‘what are you spending most of your time doing?’ And I said, ‘well, it, it's working here’
and they're like, ‘yeah, that's probably an indicator.’ And while I love and I'm fascinated
by the way the ear works and how we hear and the physics behind it and it was clear I
clearly caught on to that, I realized kind of quickly that I was more passionate about this
other part of my life and I saw them as separate things.”
Within weeks, Melissa had changed her major, investigated graduate programs, and
shifted into a career path that she had not really thought much about prior to that
conversation. She knew the impact student affairs professionals had had on her as a
student, and she wanted to reciprocate, “to be there for other students.”
Once she entered her student affairs graduate program, Melissa’s knowledge of the
field and of the science behind student affairs work came into focus. Melissa shared,
“once I got into those classes and we were talking about college counseling and student
development theories, it just clicked and it made sense to me.” In addition to the classes,
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Melissa’s graduate assistantship also was an opportunity to develop as a student affairs
professional:
“I was an advisor in, like, the LGBTQIA resource center and I helped students
transition genders. And that was an unbelievable experience for me where I, I think I
started noticing how I could be a mentor and I didn't have to know everything about
others’ experiences. And I was also in a college counseling student affairs program so I
was able to use counseling skills through it.”
Throughout the interviews, Melissa detailed how experiences like these helped shape
her identity as a student affairs professional.
Following her graduate program, much of Melissa’s development came from her
“supervisors and coworkers.” Her first supervisor was a lesson in how Melissa did not
want to carry herself as a professional:
“I had a supervisor who had been formerly in my role. And so she was very much tied
to that role, still, and cultivated this pretty strong micromanaging environment and that
was... I guess working under her was just extremely challenging. I felt like I was
constantly hitting a brick wall and constantly feeling less than, or like I wasn't good
enough or hitting the marks enough. And... Mostly, it was because in her mind, she
already had a way that she did it, and so she was kind of expecting me to do it that way.
So, quickly I realized that that's not the environment I wanted to work in, and, and that I
needed more freedom… I guess that experience was another one that kind of shaped how
I approach my profession.”
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This experience was in contrast to her current supervisor who has instilled values
such as trust, empathy, and autonomy in her:
“He's an extremely supportive person who has, like, established great trust between
the two of us, and trust is such an important thing in my mind with, you know, a
supervisor and me. And so I try to instill that with the people I supervise. But he provides
a lot of autonomy and he, he checks in and, like, he's very caring. He's probably the most
empathetic supervisor that I've had.”
While all of this paints the picture for how Melissa’s professional identity has
developed, the development of identity-as-educator was fairly absent. In the interview,
Melissa was asked how she came to identify as an educator. Her response was as follows:
“Undertones, er, overtones of the profession? Where, again, I don't… Like, I think in
my, in my graduate program, we talked about, you know, student development theory all
the time. And so I think that added intentionality to my work. But again, I don't think that
we really talked about our roles as educators specifically. And then like at conferences
and professional development experiences in student affairs, there's always this, like,
overtone, again, of ‘how are we helping students succeed?’ You know? But it's, again,
like, not like, ‘how can we help students learn’ or ‘how can we be the best educators that
we can be?’ We have to educate ourselves, you know? Like there's, there's not a whole
lot that's explicit with, with that language, at least. But I think that it is just kind of a part
of the non-explicit culture and, and the idea that ‘oh yeah I'm working at a college
campus. We're here to help students.’ There... I think it's somewhat implied in a way, but
that's a really great question, and I'm not sure I know exactly where.”
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Despite this ambiguity as to where her identity as an educator has come from, she did
follow-up with noting how big of an influence supervisors can have on how student
affairs professionals view their roles:
“I think it does depend on supervisors so much, though… Supervisors can really set
the tone for why we do what we do. And if my supervisor is focused on students’
learning experiences, then that's going to make me feel more like an educator… more so
than a supervisor who's maybe just focused on, I don't know, operations or the planning
process of doing something. So I, I think it's the people around you, but also it's just kind
of this overtone.”
As a student affairs professional, Melissa’s identity has been shaped from many
sources. She has consistently found people and opportunities around her to develop a rich
understanding of the field of student affairs and what it means to be a student affairs
professional. But even with all of this, the source of her identity as an educator is still a
bit of a mystery, as detailed by one of the last things she shared during her last interview:
“The fact that I couldn't tell you is kind of telling in and of itself. It's kind of something
that we have to figure out on our own and, and tell ourselves until we believe it.”
Lifelong Professional Identity Development, Conclusion
Professional identity development was a prevalent topic throughout the interviews. In
general, the participants noted that their professional identities have developed from
many sources over the course of their lives. To varying degrees, the participants’ most
frequent sources of professional identity development included their personal histories,
undergraduate experiences, graduate experiences, and professional relationships.
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Knowing these fairly common sources provides immense opportunities to understand
how to help develop student affairs professionals.
Table 18: Lifelong Professional Identity Development, Key Quotes
Participant Quote
Ian

That’s really just how I interact with people, and then just sort of
adapted it to my professional career. But I can’t think of anyone
who necessarily modeled that.

Jane

You know when you grow up poor in a small town, your word and
your character is about all you got.

Ariel
Gilmore

Her just, like, care and love for that resident that she didn’t know
and her care and love for me definitely was a moment where I was
just like, ‘I could do that, I want to do that, I want to be that for
someone and I want to care for them in that way.

Cameron

College was the first place that I saw, like, possibility models, or
saw what it could be to be myself as an adult, and I thought, ‘wow,
this is amazing to, like, help people outside of the classroom.

Zoe

I feel like grad school is where I really developed as a person… I
feel like that’s really where I learned a ton in the classroom and
through my internships and graduate assistantship.

Veronica

I honestly think it probably started off in grad school, of this idea of
being an educator in our role. So I’d go with classes, and that could
be probably like formally in the classroom or just having those,
like, side conversations with either like professors or those in my
cohort.

Keith

He has served as a mentor to me, both academically and
professionally.

Rachel

I guess I haven’t had a formalized mentorship, but there are key
student affairs professionals that I’ve definitely gained wisdom
from.
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How Student Affairs Professionals’ Identities Develop, Conclusion
The information presented in the first theme, what it means to be an educator,
provided a robust understanding for how the participants make sense of their roles.
However, that information is more meaningful knowing how the participants have come
to have the professional identities and disposition that they have. This was a frequent
topic of conversation throughout the interviews. The information presented in the nuance
lifelong professional identity development demonstrated that their professional identities
are culminations of their collective experiences both in and out of their professional lives.
This nuance and the corresponding details were vital for understanding shared and
common elements that have contributed to the participants’ professional identities
developing. Knowing that the primary sources of their professional identities have been
personal values, undergraduate experience, graduate programs, and professional
relationships, the ultimate outcomes of this research may have strong implications for
these different sources. This is explored more in Chapter Five.
Theme: What Student Affairs Professionals Accomplish in Their Work
The first theme of this research, what it means to be an educator, demonstrated the
overall beliefs of the participants. The concept of ‘educator’ is much more than a job that
the participants happen to be working in as it is a role that holds great meaning to their
lives and has great potential on society at large. Furthermore, the participants believe they
are educators in their work as student affairs professionals, an idea captured by both their
functions and their ethos. The second theme demonstrated how the participants’
professional identities developed. The most commonly shared sources of their
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professional identity development included their personal histories, undergraduate
experience, graduate programs, and professional relationships, although these were not
universal for all participants, particularly with deviations in graduate program
experiences. The next theme addresses application of their beliefs and identities, i.e.,
what student affairs professionals accomplish in their work. Knowing how they perceive
themselves as educators is helpful, but knowing the actual work and tasks that student
affairs professionals do as educators provides a more robust understanding of how they
make sense of their roles.
No matter what specifically was being shared by the participants about what they do
in their roles, their work generally consists of engaging in the educational process in a
meaningful way. Participants did note some strictly administrative tasks such as budget
management and navigating bureaucratic hurdles that may be somewhat removed from
their work as educators, but these were noted as being minor in terms of volume relative
to the work they generally find more meaningful, such as directly interacting with
students or developing/supporting programs that enhance the student experience. Given
the diversity in terms of professional credentials, there was a variety of activities
mentioned by the participants, but for the most part, they involved students and student
learning and development.
The two nuances within this theme to add clarity and depth are classic notions of
student affairs and holistic education. Classic notions of student affairs centers on
elements of the participants’ work that harkens back to the original intent of the field,
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specifically being supports of academic achievement. Holistic education invokes a
distinct educational outcome of student affairs work, namely life education.
Table 19: What Student Affairs Professionals Accomplish in Their Work, Overview
Theme

What student affairs
professionals
accomplish in their
work

Nuance

Exemplar Quote

Significant
Statements

Support towards I’m just here to help
academic success (Ariel Gilmore)

98

Holistic
education
distinct from
academics

42

Life skills to go along
with their academic
education (Christine)

Nuance: Support Towards Academic Success
Reviewing the history of the profession, student affairs professionals were initially
brought into colleges and universities to serve in support roles for the students and the
faculty. Their initial work often invoked ideas of care and guidance for students so as to
best enable students to succeed in their academics (Springer et al., 1995). Given that this
research considered how the somewhat recent shift to the title of educators may impact
the work of student affairs professionals (ACPA & NASPA, 2004), it was not surprising
to hear many of the participants characterize their work as educators in classic notions of
student affairs via ideas such as supporting the experience, helping, and
relationship/connection building.
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Table 20: Support Towards Academic Success, Overview
Theme

Nuance

What student affairs
professionals
Support towards
accomplish in their academic success
work

Exemplar Quote

Significant
Statements

I’m just here to help (Ariel
98
Gilmore)

The word ‘support’ has special meaning in student affairs. It is one half of the highly
influential, foundational theory for student affairs work, ‘challenge and support.’ The
theory was developed by Nevitt Sanford and, in a simple definition, means that students
best develop when they are provided a balance of challenge and support (Evans, 1998).
While two of the participants did specifically mention this theory, almost every
participant invoked the ‘support’ part, specifically though variations of the phrase
‘support the student experience.’ As educators, student affairs professionals are
oftentimes in unique positions to “support student learning” (Ian) by finding ways to
reinforce classroom lessons, instill new practices for the students to execute in the class,
or to make connections outside of the classroom. Student affairs professionals act as
“support points” to “point [students] in the right direction, connect them to the resources
or the offices” for whatever students are dealing with (Christine). Or, if behind the
scenes, student affairs professionals “learn how to do” academia better to know what
needs to be done differently to “best support students” (Jane). Ideas such as these were
strewn throughout all of the interviews, and provide an image of student affairs
professionals as helping maintain students’ collective foundation as they progress in their
academics.
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Another particular piece of language used by the participants to describe their work
was variations of ‘helping.’ The idea of ‘helping’ is certainly in line with the origins of
student affairs, given the field’s creation as a way to help academics commit more time to
the classroom and other academic endeavors. While certainly a specific subset of this
entire nuance, the prominence of the language and its use is worth mentioning. The entire
field is characterized as a “helping profession” focused on “helping students” to “make
the next connections in their academic and career journeys” (Rachel). “Just” being “there
to help” was cited as the fundamental meaning behind being a student affairs professional
(Ariel Gilmore). Whether helping find another resource on campus or helping work
through a personal crisis, the simple concept of helping students as the main action of the
job really resonates with some participants. This sense of helping and guiding students
makes sense given the strong impact student affairs had on the participants’ own
undergraduate experiences (as noted in the previous theme, how student affairs
professionals’ identities develop).
The final major idea related to the nuance of classic notions of student affairs is
relationship/connection building. As the participants described their work, much of it
alluded to a seeming responsibility to build relationships and connections with students,
staff, and faculty. For student affairs, relationships and connections are “just kind of the
underlying thing” (Jane) to be able to successfully and competently serve students. One
of the products of this focus is to create “sustained relationship” with students, thereby
helping students to feel like members of a community and to “reflect on previous
experiences” (Cameron). Additionally, having connections as student affairs
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professionals better enables them to serve students: should students seek help from
student affairs professionals, as part of their job, they either know the information needed
or can personally connect the students to the people who can help. Lastly, in an effective
college setting, students should be interacting with multiple members of the community,
and the “connectedness of everything” (Ariel Gilmore) ensures that faculty and staff are
able to connect and provide the necessary support to reach each student. Relative to
classic notions of student affairs, academics may not have known all the idiosyncrasies of
a college as their foci were on their specific academic realms, and it was expected that the
student affairs professionals were generally aware of the structure of the college and were
able to help students, accordingly (ACE, 1937).
Christine
“I’m an enneagram two, and the twos are the helpers. So basically the enneagram
looks at what your motivations are, why you do the things that you do. And so the, the
helpers literally are motivated by helping people.” The enneagram is a
personality/strengths-style test that is meant to help people better understand their natural
strengths and inclinations. As Christine noted in the quote, she is a two - generous, selfsacrificing, empathetic. A helper.
Christine always intended on going into education. She actually wanted to be a math
teacher, but after a tough time in an advanced math class, Christine began exploring other
options. Based on her experiences with residence life, her sorority, and student
government, she ventured down a path she hadn’t considered before: student affairs.
Christine took the fairly traditional path of attending a student affairs graduate program
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and working as a graduate assistant throughout her program. Like many student affairs
professionals, Christine worked as a graduate hall director and began professionally as a
hall director at a large institution upon graduating.
When speaking about what she enjoyed about that first year working professionally in
student affairs, Christine shared, “I think what I really was getting out of that was
providing that support and being that person that they could go to with problems or
questions and I could help them work through some of that.”
However, with a community of over 500 students, Christine saw a mismatch between
what she was being able to provide her students and what she was looking for out of her
work:
“I loved my students, um, but I wasn't really able to connect with the students that
lived in the community. I mean, we had like five, I had, like, 500 students that were in
my area. And so there's physically no way for me to, to engage with all of them, to know
all of them, for them to even know who I was.”
For Christine, it was not enough for her to simply run the building and provide the
space for the students to live and thrive in; she wanted more with her students. She
wanted to be able to provide individual, genuine assistance to all of the students she was
responsible for, and she was not getting that through residence life. So, Christine moved
to a different position on her campus, the position she still holds: she became a
coordinator for student emergency services, a role where, “all that I am required to do is
to help students.”
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In this role, Christine serves as a first-line of assistance for students in need. She
manages a general email and phone line that students can call for help or others can call
to share concerns. She also leads numerous seminars and presentations on how to best
support students.
She described what stood out about the role when she first began:
“What really stood out to me was being able to really support students in crisis. I
mean, that's our job. We are a support point for students that are dealing with really
anything that might affect them. So, family emergencies, personal emergencies, mental
health, financial... We run the behavior concerns advice line, so the line for the campus
community to call if there are concerns. So it's really just connecting with students in the
moment, providing them with support and connection to whatever is going to help them
sustain.”
Her job is all about connecting with students, understanding who they are and what
they need, and making it happen. For Christine, this position has been the perfect fit for
her, both personally and professionally:
“Yeah, I'm the person that will kind of sit down and let you talk as much as you need
to and if you need resources, I'll get them to you. If you have questions, I will answer
them to the best of my ability. And... Yeah. So that's kind of the, the career, while also
the, like, who I am as a person. I… Me describing my career is very similar to my, like,
personal life. Like, I'm, I'm this person in every aspect of my life. I am the mom of my
friend group. I am the, like, type A, the ‘let's make a schedule, make sure we have
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everything we need.’ Like... Um, ‘do we know where we're going? What if something
happens?’ Like planning, organizing, yeah that's, that's me.”
Christine admitted that it was a bit of an adjustment coming from residence life. As a
hall director, Christine literally lived in the same building as her students. And while she
was not able to connect with all of her students in meaningful ways, for the ones she was,
those were long-term, deep relationships. She was worried about that and was unsure of
how the nature of her new role - fairly brief but intense encounters with students in need would work for her:
“The biggest transition for me, or the biggest fear that I had was not having long term
connections with students. That was the one thing that was kind of sustaining me in
residence life was my student staff and being able to build relationships with them, kind
of watch them grow and develop and provide them those opportunities. And so knowing
that I wouldn't have students that I would be able to create those, kind of consistent
relationships with was a little scary for me.”
So much of her professional career had been built around long-term relationships that
she was unsure if she was going to be able to handle the shift in her new role. However,
after very little time, Christine discovered that it was not about the length of time she was
able to connect with a student, but the authenticity and the genuineness of that
connection, and the feeling of knowing that she gives students what they need to be
successful:
“I don't have to kind of solve all of the problems for them, but I am there to point
them in the right direction, connect them to the, to the resources or the offices or the....
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what's the word that I'm looking for… Basically what it is they need to be successful… If
I'm kind of showing up genuinely and just kind of, like, putting out there that, that these
are the things that I can provide, this is kind of who I am, and what my job is and what
my role is and... and making sure that they understand that… then they will kind of be
who they need to be in that moment and I can still educate them or support them that
way.”
For Christine, the work of her role embodies what it means to be a student affairs
professional. By knowing the various resources that are at her disposal, by having
connections across campus to ensure referrals are smooth, and by simply being willing to
help, Christine serves her students in impactful ways and supports them on their journeys.
In Christine’s perspective, the work of student affairs professionals is to make sure that
students are heard and to give students the resources and tools they need to be successful.
As it did between Christine’s two roles, although this may look different from person to
person and role to role, the ultimate goal of student affairs professionals is to help and
support.
Support Towards Academic Success, Conclusion
One of the first major philosophies of the field of student affairs was in loco parentis,
in the place of a parent. Student affairs professionals saw their positions, effectively, as
being stand-in parents for their students so as to best guide the students to achieve
academic success (ACE, 1937). With this in mind, it is easy to see how the ideas captured
by the participants in this nuance focused on supporting students’ academic success tie
back into classical notions of student affairs professionals. And that is not to suggest that
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is a bad thing - as noted in Chapter Two, the work of student affairs has been powerful
and impactful on student retention and success. By continuing to support the student
experience, help however they can, and build connections across campus, student affairs
professionals can continue to serve students and their educational communities in
meaningful ways.
Table 21: Support Towards Academic Success, Key Quotes
Participant

Quote

Ian

Really trying to figure out where my role is in supporting the
student experience, in supporting student learning.

Rachel

From a young age, I always knew I wanted to be in some sort of
helping profession. And I think that’s what motivates me, is that
I feel like I’m helping students, you know, make the next
connection in their academic and career journeys.

Ariel Gilmore

I think it means I’m just here to help.

Christine

Who I am as a person, that, that kind of helper role… All that I
am required to do is to help students.

Zoe

I’m drawing more into, like, helper or supporter, which arguably
is similar to an educator, but I think I know I first identify with
that, like, help and support and guidance role... before educator.

Jane

Relationships and connections that you make with folks is just
kind of the underlying thing.

Cameron

If we have the opportunity through sustained relationship, we’re
able to reflect on previous experiences.

Ariel Gilmore

I just really value the, like, connectedness of everything.

Nuance: Holistic Education Distinct From Academics
The second nuance addressing the actual work of student affairs professionals and
what they accomplish in their roles is holistic education distinct from academics. This
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nuance draw greatly from the educational notion of holistic education. Holistic education
is the integration of social, ethical, and emotional needs into traditional outcomes of
education (Noddings, 2016). The thoughts captured in the previous nuance, support
towards academic success, did suggest high importance for these elements. However,
they were spoken of as supporting elements of students’ endeavors towards their
academic credentials. In contrast, elements of holistic education distinct from academics
were generally characterized as educational outcomes in and of themselves and were
prevalent throughout the conversation as an outcome of student affairs work.
Although this was the individual nuance with the least frequency throughout the
conversation at only 61 significant statements, the conviction with which every
participant expressed it as a major point of their work necessitated it to be elevated to
better understand what student affairs professionals accomplish in their work.
Table 22: Holistic Education Distinct From Academics, Overview
Theme

Nuance

Exemplar Quote

What student affairs
professionals
accomplish in their
work

Holistic
education
distinct from
academics

Life skills to go along
with their academic
education (Christine)

Significant
Statements
42

As noted, this theme, holistic education distinct from education, heavily connects to
holistic education which is the idea of integrating human development more formally into
traditional educational settings. With a holistic education lens, educators should be
consciously and intentionally providing opportunities for students to develop socially,
ethically, and emotionally (Noddings, 2016). Considering this, many of the participants
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suggested that higher education has not always consciously taken this approach to
education. The focus of academia has generally been on academic knowledge acquisition,
with holistic education and development as a peripheral outcome (Springer et al., 1995).
However, as educators, this type of holistic education and development is precisely what
the participants stated should be and is the outcome of their work. As educators, student
affairs professionals teach “life skills” (Melissa) that can transcend the college
environment and be applicable to their “day-to-day lives” (Andre). They strive to instill
skills and knowledge necessary for students to be contributing members of society. The
outcome of this lens of holistic development was deemed a “credential-plus” (Keith),
where students leave with an academic credential but have a deeper understanding of
how to be successful in their lives with that credential.
The participants provided many examples of what holistic education distinct from
academics looks like in practice. What it means to be a “leader” (Andre) was a frequent
topic as student affairs provides relatively low-risk opportunities for students to lead
others, such as being a board member for a student organization. Residence life was often
noted as a space that creates opportunities for students to learn “people skills” (Ariel
Gilmore) and be exposed to new cultures and ideas by the people they are living with and
around. More prolonged relationships in student affairs, such as with advisors or
supervisors in on-campus jobs, create moments of long-term reflection and growth for
students. “Critical thinking” and “learning how to learn” (Ian) were noted as essential
outcomes for students in policy making roles such as student government. Students
engaging in wellness programming should be walking away having a deeper
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understanding about what it means to be healthy. These were just a few of the examples
provided for the “life education” learned through student affairs engagement.
Along with simply describing the outcome of their work as “life education,” many
participants compared these outcomes of themselves as educators to their faculty peers.
In these comparisons, participants cited unique differences between the dual components
of students’ educational experiences (i.e., academic and student affairs). Participants
expressed that each aspect of the educational experience contributes to “different parts”
of the student that are essential to “fully educate” students (Zoe). They conveyed a sense
of teamwork between faculty and student affairs to “fill in the gaps” that each side creates
in a student’s collective education (technical academic knowledge from faculty; life
education and skills from student affairs). And while it was noted that each side may
hypothetically have the “capacity” (Andre) to provide complete education to students,
that is simply not possible given the various “priorities” (Rachel) of each aspect of the
educational setting.
With these comparisons between academics and student affairs, it is clear that the
educational outcomes offered by student affairs education is perceived as a fairly distinct
educational outcome from academics. This is a stark contrast from the historic
characterizations of student affairs professionals as more of caregivers than educators
when compared to their academic counterparts.
Veronica
Student affairs is all about “equipping students for the after, so after the institution.”
This is the perspective Veronica brings to her role as a student affairs professional. She
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works at a large, state university. She feels at home, having attended a similar university
as an undergrad. Veronica is passionate about her work in student affairs and strongly
identifies as an educator.
During college, Veronica was introduced to the world of student affairs via her job as
a resident assistant. She had close relationships with team members and developed a
community among her residents. This community helped her to feel connected to the
university. She also had a lot of support through various obstacles she faced in the form
of her advisors and supervisors. Following graduation, she continued on in student
affairs, entering a graduate program in student affairs where she worked as a graduate
hall director. She characterizes her job as a hall director as, “helping [students] with life.”
When considering what it means to work in student affairs, Veronica noted how a
major part of the profession is enabling students to build connections, much as how
working as a resident assistant created a network for her. She explained:
“I think oftentimes when you talk to students about what they enjoyed most about
their college experience or what made them stay... it’s their connection into, like, some
extracurricular activity or people that they met. And so typically whatever way they met
these people is, for the most part, always connected to something student services
related.”
Building connections and developing community for students was noted multiple
times throughout Veronica’s interviews as important elements of student affairs. But that
aspect of student affairs is somewhat contained to the students’ time as undergraduates.
In contrast to this temporary element of her work, Veronica shared her overarching ethos
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that student affairs is about more than the here and now. Yes, supporting students in the
moment is important, but the real outcome is about preparing students for what is to
come:
“It's a combination of providing different, like, resources, activities, support for
students, but also reminding them about the educational piece. And so, specifically,
thinking about more of their role in the future, once they leave the university. And so
some of that's also preparing them for those next steps. And so if that is realizing what it
means to be a member of a community at the campus level, also like the city, and then
ultimately where you choose to go moving forward. And so I think that's really my
biggest part when I… when I think of what it means to be a student affairs professional,
is just figuring out, like, what ways am I equipping those students to learn, grow,
educate…”
Veronica’s aim as an educator is to not only set up students for success in college, but
to be equipped for the next steps in their paths.
This attitude was particularly relevant as she left her graduate program and began
working closely with and within student conduct. Veronica started off as a Title IX
investigator, became a conduct hearing officer, and then moved into her current role of
assistant director for student conduct, all at the same university. While it is true that
student conduct has the potential to be more punitive than educational, Veronica sees
student conduct as an opportunity to facilitate meaningful, lifelong learning in the
students she works with. She strives to mold students into contributing members of the
community:
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“Even if their behavior doesn't change, it's that moment that they're, like, ‘oh, I do
remember meeting with Veronica and she said this to me. Let's think how I can apply that
or not, but at least I'm aware of, like, Veronica did talk to me about this.’ And so I think
that piece with it… Because I know ultimately with that idea of having that conversation
with a student… is that idea that, like, that meeting or that moment of time ultimately will
make a difference in some capacity to that other individual’s life.”
Through her work, Veronica wants students to come to understand how to be leaders,
to communicate, to think critically, to be members of a community, and to be
professional. Even if there is not immediate change in a student’s behavior, it’s the long
term possibilities that excite Veronica as an educator.
As to be expected, these lessons that she feels student affairs professionals impart on
students are major factors for what it means for student affairs professionals to be
educators. Even more so, a focus on holistic education is what Veronica feels like gives
student affairs professionals distinct positions as educators in higher education, especially
when compared to faculty counterparts. When considering the educational outcomes of
faculty, Veronica shared:
“So I think I often see faculty being the educator that equips our students to be
successful in a certain career path or knowledgeable in a certain area. So it's one of those
that, like, with our faculty, they are experts in what they do or study… So I think there's
more of, like, a specialized focus of, like, equipping them for that next step of either their
career path that they're trying to do or maybe educational path… So if, you know, they’re
trying to get into a medical school, they’re trying to go to law school, [faculty] are giving
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them that tangible knowledge and expertise that's needed for that next step. So I think
they're critical in that role. And that's more of their primary function.”
For Veronica, the educational outcomes for faculty are very much grounded in the
specific expertise they bring to their classes and how that information can translate into
students’ professional careers. This is very much in contrast to the educational outcomes
for student affairs professionals:
“I think when it comes to the role of student affairs and that educator piece, I think
often is more general and globalized. Like, I'm equipping you to be successful in your
next role as, like, a human being here on Earth. Like your life and your interactions, just
like personal, professional… How can you be a member of society? I'm going to help
equip you to be a leader. So yes, maybe you want to go to medical school and faculty is
helping you get the education that you need, but maybe I'm also, like, ‘oh, do you want to
have your own practice? I'm helping you learn how to lead a group.’”
However, despite these differences, Veronica made it clear that the two functions
combine to create collective educational experiences for students.
“It's like we're both sides. Faculty and student affairs are still getting the students
where they need to, but I think it's the lens that we're looking through is different… And
so I guess student affairs is just doing a lot of, like, the interpersonal relationship side of
it… And then faculty is, like, literally giving knowledge and equipping you and that
expertise of where you're headed.”
Although the approaches and the outcomes are different, for Veronica, the ultimate
educational outcome for a student is one rich in both academics and student affairs.
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As a student affairs professional, Veronica considers supporting students and
providing them with resources strong elements of her work. But this is not what grounds
Veronica's identity as an educator; that is grounded in the holistic education she can
facilitate for students. By educating students on what it means to be a leader and a
member of a community, Veronica distinctly contributes to students’ education and
development. This is what it means for student affairs to be a field of educators.
Holistic Education Distinct From Academics, Conclusion
The previous nuance, support towards academic success, often alluded to the student
affairs professionals providing means to support the student experience. However, the
ideas captured by this nuance, holistic education distinct from academics, suggest that
student affairs professionals are offering lessons and education that are independent
outcomes, themselves, and are often mutually exclusive from the knowledge acquired in
the academic setting. As educators, student affairs professionals are cultivating aspects of
students’ personhood that academics are not able to focus on, thereby creating a more
robust, complete educational experience for students. This characterization of student
affairs work in line with holistic education truly paints a distinct educational outcome of
student affairs as a field of educators.
Table 23: Holistic Education Distinct From Academics, Key Quotes
Participant Quote
Andre

When I think of like some of the skills that I teach students, it's very
much a lot of the things that, that I think they're going to apply more
readily in their day-to-day lives once they leave college Whereas, like
the content knowledge is critical for them to be able to to achieve the
positions that they want, but if they don't know like how to interact with
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Participant Quote
team members or how to be a leader, like that that ultimately will hinder
them significantly regardless of how much content knowledge they have.
Ian

I think that the majority of students here, it's not necessarily about the
degree, not necessarily about the process, so much as it is about the
outcome.

Keith

It's not simply to get a credential, but it's, in my view, to get a credentialplus.

Veronica

Some of that's also preparing them for those next steps.

Zoe

Looking at, like, the holistic education of a student, I think we’re
educating to different parts of the student at times. So I think faculty may
be educating, like, literally, the student mind in teaching them a specific
subject area. Or, you know, if they’re doing research with that faculty,
they're really teaching them how to conduct research and those pieces.
Whereas a student affairs professional, we may be educating more the
other holistic parts and, you know, educating in general, like, life and
transitions, leadership skills, other things that they may not be learning
specifically from faculty in a classroom sort of setting. But I think that
the holistic education of students is really important. So I think that you
have to have both of those roles to fully educate students, but we kind of
all take our parts of how we contribute to that holistic education.

Andre

Where faculty are doing some of that development and trying to help
students in that way. But I think a lot, a lot of faculty are more, more
focused on, ‘how do I get you this content knowledge? Do I think you've
got it or not to be able to move you on with a passing grade?’ And less
about like, ‘do you understand how this content knowledge applies to,
you know, changing the world, being a leader in your profession, being
somebody of influence, being somebody that can come in and make a
difference about this, this challenge that we're talking about?’ Or is it just
making sure you understand that there is a challenge.

What Student Affairs Professionals Accomplish in Their Work, Conclusion
This theme captured the work that the participants described as encompassing the
majority of their roles as student affairs professionals. Knowing how the participants
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describe their work is an important element to having a robust understanding of how they
make sense of their roles as student affairs professionals; as such, the theme emerged out
of the questions seeking to learn about the actual day-to-day work of the participants.
Given their identification as educators, this knowledge helps shape what it means to be an
educator as a student affairs professional. The two nuances of this theme, support
towards academic success and holistic education distinct from academics, help further
shed light on how their work as educators fits into the higher education and collective
education landscapes. Implications for this information are further explored in Chapter
Five.
Theme: Aspirations for Student Affairs Professionals
Thus far, the themes have presented a broad picture of how the participants make
sense of their roles as student affairs professionals. The information has shown that they
do identify as educators, it has detailed what it means to be an educator, it has provided
the sources of their professional identities, and it has detailed what they accomplish in
their everyday work as student affairs professionals. Together, this information enables a
fairly focused view of how the participants go about their work as student affairs
professionals. However, throughout the interviews, there were times when participants
expressed setbacks to fully making sense of their roles as student affairs professionals
and as educators. These setback are captured in the fourth and final theme, aspirations for
student affairs professionals. This final theme details a sense of aspiration - opportunities
for student affairs professionals to be able fully embrace their identities as student affairs
professionals and educators.
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Echoing small elements of the previous theme regarding what student affairs
professionals accomplish in their work, some participants did bring up bureaucratic red
tape and some of the politics of higher education as areas of their field that could be
improved upon. However, these were minor and often fleeting, spoken of as annoyances
and necessary evils of being in administrative-type roles. What was much more
prominent from the participants was almost a sense of disconnect from some of the larger
realms of their work, such as a disconnect from their institutions, the profession of
student affairs, and the world of education. This was not a disconnect in the sense of
being isolated from their peers, but rather a gap between norms, values, and beliefs. As
substantial elements of their professional environment, these aspects of their lives and the
subsequent disconnects play a significant part in their capacity to function as both student
affairs professionals and as educators.
Two nuances are presented within this theme to add further clarity regarding
aspirations for student affairs professionals. The first is lacking connection with the
profession which highlights a separation between the participants as individuals and the
overall profession of student affairs. The second is imposter syndrome as educators
which demonstrates that while the participants do generally identify as educators, this is a
personal identification that has often been cultivated individually by the participants and
is an identification that they frequently feel like they cannot wholly express to others
outside of their circles.
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Table 24: Aspirations for Student Affairs Professionals, Overview
Theme

Nuance

Lacking
connection with
Aspirations for the profession
student affairs
professionals
Imposter
syndrome as
educators

Exemplar Quote

Significant
Statements

I will always respect and I’ll
always be fond of student affairs,
but I will not always be fond of
the expectations around the
employees in student affairs
(Melissa)

107

When I started student affairs, I
would have not been like, ‘yeah, I
am definitely an educator in some
capacity’ (Zoe)

110

Nuance: Lacking Connection With the Profession
The term ‘student affairs professional’ has been used generously throughout this
research to identify the subjects of the research and the participants. This term was
selected as it is in line with the language used by the leading student affairs organizations.
On the surface, it should convey a relatively neutral idea: people who work in the
profession of student affairs. However, throughout the interviews, something surprising
happened: participants expressed lacking connection to the idea of being ‘student affairs
professionals.’ This disconnected was aimed specifically at the norms and culture
surrounding the profession. When discussing the topics of being a student affairs
professional, professional norms, and professional organizations, the sentiment was
overwhelmingly negative with particular moments of neutrality/apathy. This nuance,
lacking connection with the profession, details these sentiments.
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Table 25: Lacking Connection With the Profession, Overview
Theme

Aspirations for
student affairs
professionals

Nuance

Exemplar Quote

Lacking
connection with
the profession

I will always respect and I’ll
always be fond of student
affairs, but I will not always
be fond of the expectations
around the employees in
student affairs (Melissa)

Significant
Statements

107

Looking at the interview questions as detailed in Appendix E, interview two was
focused on learning what it means to be a student affairs professional. In these second
interviews, questions were broad to start, ascertaining a general understanding of what it
means to be a student affairs professional. As the interviews progressed, questions
became more specific, asking about values and expectations of their identities as student
affairs professionals (distinct from simply their professional values). These questions
used language from identity literature (as detailed in Chapter Two) and were meant to
better understand their professional identities. Given the positive nature of the rest of the
interviews, particularly surrounding their descriptions of their work, the negative or
neutral-at-best responses to these questions were somewhat jarring.
Two responses were most prevalent when questions related to values of the
profession were asked. One response from many of the participants regarding values of
the profession was a brief bewilderment of the question. Participants expressed having
never been asked about or never really considered the values of student affairs as a
profession. This was an interesting response given how easily they had previously
characterized themselves as student affairs professionals and easily articulate their own
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professional values throughout the interviews prior to that point. Some participants also
raised the idea of what they believed to be values of the profession not actually being
values, and vice versa. The other common response was a negative reaction to the
question. Participants noted “typical student affairs” behaviors and expectations that they
do not “buy into” (Jane). Others noted how they “will always respect” and “be fond of
student affairs,” but not “always be fond of the expectations around” student affairs
professionals (Melissa).
Once the initial responses subsided, the most common value and expectation of the
field of student affairs professionals was that student affairs professionals are not
supposed to have work-life balance. Professionals are supposed to “live their jobs,” to be
able to “drop [their lives] and be there for the students” no matter the circumstances
(Ariel Gilmore). Furthermore, it was noted that the profession actively “glorifies
overworking” (Cameron), highlighting and rewarding those professionals who appear to
be dedicated but really simply have limited work-life balance. The “busy badge” (Zoe)
was deemed a real concept in the profession, and regardless of quality of work or
outcomes, the profession honors individuals who portray themselves as busy. Multiple
participants also noted how infrequently throughout their career they had been
encouraged to take time off and recharge.
The other most frequent response to the question of values of the profession was a
sense of needing to fit a mold, with failure to do so resulting in not advancing or not
being received well as a professional. This meant expectations around being ‘yes’ people,
always willing to take on new work and tasks, regardless of relevance or other
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responsibilities. Fitting the mold also meant the participants being indirect and nonconfrontational. Lastly, there was an emphasis on appearance, with participants noting
that student affairs professionals “should dress the professional part, should have the
professional vocabulary” (Raider). The consequences of this expectation to fit a mold
were noted as professionals not being able to be their “authentic” selves nor “prioritize”
meaningful work because “that’s not what gets you moved up into a leadership role”
(Andre).
It should be noted that although these may be more akin to ‘norms’ rather than
‘values,’ these are the responses to the question of the profession’s values.
Although not as prevalent among the participants, another semi-common sentiment
that emerged from discussing what it means to be a student affairs professional was a
general aversion to the profession’s leading organizations. Participants expressed not
finding “value” in the “learning outcomes” they are promoting (Andre). They noted “not
being comfortable” (Christine) in the spaces, as if they were not meant for them to be
there. The organizations were also described as “just not being worth the time” (Ariel
Gilmore) and expenses that are required to engage in them.
The last cluster regarding the profession was a general disconnect to the phrase
‘student affairs professional.’ Despite identifying with the field, ‘student affairs
professional’ was deemed “a strange concept” (Raider) that did not hold a lot of meaning.
Others distinctly saw it as a negative concept that they would rather not be labeled as,
particularly the ‘professional’ part of the phrase, citing “racist” and “sexist” ideas that the
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word entails (Cameron). Like the thoughts surrounding an aversion to the professional
organizations, this was another smaller cluster, but the thoughts were powerful.
Jane
Jane is one of the most senior participants in the participant pool, having been a
professional for over 10 years. She attended college as a first-generation student after her
blue-collar parents without college degrees instilled in her from a young age that she
should pursue higher education. Jane majored in music with the intention of either being
a high school band director or a professional musician, but those plans faded when her
passion for music as a career faltered after a year of graduate school. From here, she
describes herself as having “fallen” into student affairs:
“I had worked at the student center as a student employee and so I knew people there.
They knew I was coming back to my college town and they said, ‘hey, we have this
emergency-hire position open. Why don't you come do this?’ And then the full-time
position came open to be the building manager and I applied for it.”
Since that first job as a building manager, Jane has worked in many areas of student
affairs, including student activities, student government, and student advising. She
currently serves as an assistant director for assessment within a department of residence
life and housing at a mid-sized state university. She is also working on a PhD in research
methods.
Throughout her interviews, Jane very much described herself as an educator with the
goal of student affairs being holistic education. Her work is not only directly educational
to her peers as it informs them as to whether or not their programs and practices are
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producing the desired outcomes, but also indirectly educational as her work ultimately
impacts the learning environment of students.
During the second interview, when the question was posed regarding what words,
phrases, values, or principles might help explain her professional identity, Jane began
with straightforward ideas: “equitable” and “honest.” However, she followed this up with
another idea that suggested something not so positive about student affairs professionals:
“I value, I value the folks in student affairs who don't necessarily buy into the typical
student affairs behavior.”
Jane continued:
“I try to just be myself, so the Jane that you see today is the Jane that folks see at
work. It's the Jane that students see… And sometimes that's an issue because I tend to
cuss a lot and then that happens at work and it doesn’t always go over very well. But I
believe in just being yourself, and I believe in, you know, bringing your whole self to
situations and… You know, we try to teach students that all the time as educators in
student affairs, but I feel like we don't... I feel like there's kind of a typical student affairs,
like, expected behavior a lot of times, and I'm… and I don't really buy into that and I
don't appreciate that.”
It was clear that there was some sort of distinction between Jane’s sense of
authenticity and expectations of the profession. When asked to elaborate, Jane brought up
conflicts:
“I feel like sometimes we're not encouraged to just be direct about it and say, ‘hey,
this was a problem. And this is why it was a problem, let's talk about how we can move
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forward from that.’ Just... Yeah, I think, I think that's how I would characterize it. Also
these folks… when I see this behavior happening, honestly, they use 20 words to say
something that they could say in five. Like just spit it out. Just ‘say what you mean and
mean what you say.’ That's kind of one of my mantras… And I think some people
appreciate that more than others.”
It was interesting to hear the juxtaposition between Jane identifying previously with
the field and as an educator so strongly, but then chastising expectations of the
profession.
Understanding these values that she presented, when later asked what her values are
supposed to be from the profession of student affairs, her immediate response was to
laugh and asked, “whether or not I agree with it?” When affirmed, she answered:
“I feel like, yeah, a lot of times I feel like my identity is supposed to be… um, warm
and fuzzy, and polite... and... You know, kind of, you know, just sort of needing to put a
positive spin on everything. Um, you know, and that's not... That's not really what I
subscribe to.”
Jane did eventually note ‘being an educator’ and ‘turning everything into a learning
outcome’ as values and expectations of her from the profession as ideas that she does
agree with and adhere to; however, it is hard to not notice that her initial reaction to the
question was of another set of ideas that she does not buy into. As to the sources of these
expectations and values: grad school, supervisors, and other professionals.
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And finally, knowing the values she ascribes to herself and the values/expectations
that the profession places on her, Jane expressed the degree to which she identifies with
the profession and field of student affairs:
“I identify with it a whole lot, but I'll be damned:. I'm gonna, I'm gonna be a student
affairs professional my own way. Um, so you know, I, I know what is expected of me…
in terms of my job, and, you know, professional behavior and, and all that. But I'm going
to do it my own way… I believe I'm an educator. Um, you know, I might not always
work directly with students, um, but I feel like I do the things that can inform our work a
lot in student affairs. And I believe in what I do. Um, so I feel I identify with it a lot. But
you know, I'm just, I'm just going to do it my way.”
Over the course of her career, Jane has been in many roles, experienced multiple
supervisors, completed a master’s degree, and is now working on her PhD. Given such a
robust exposure to student affairs, it was insightful to hear her reflections on the norms,
values, and expectations of the profession. While she did note some positives, most of her
thoughts were fairly negative, focusing on expectations that are at odds with how she
functions and, frankly, at odds with the field functioning effectively. All of this was quite
telling and generally reflected the thoughts and opinions of many other participants.
Lacking Connection With the Profession, Conclusion
Given the general congruence between participants identifying as educators and
describing student affairs as a profession of educators, it would be easy to assume a
congruence exists between the participants’ values and those of the profession. However,
this was not the case based on how the participants responded to questions surrounding
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the profession. The general conception was that the participants identified with their roles
as educators and with the idea of student affairs but not so much with various aspects of
the profession’s culture. These aspects included the norms of the profession, the
profession’s organizations, and the general title of ‘student affairs professional.’ This
dissonance is an important factor to consider as the profession continues to evolve and is
discussed further in Chapter Five.
Table 26: Lacking Connection With the Profession, Key Quotes
Participant

Quote

Zoe

I’m trying to think, like, what are actual, like values and
competencies of our profession? And like what are these that just,
like, people just say are values of our profession?

Jane

I feel like there’s kind of a typical student affairs, like, expected
behavior a lot of times, and I’m… and I don’t really buy into that
and I don’t appreciate it.

Melissa

I will always respect and I’ll always be fond of student affairs,
but I will not always be fond of the expectations around the
employees in student affairs.

Zoe

I think our profession kind of rewards the busy badge… I can
only think of a few instances where someone has told me, you
know, ‘take some time off, take time for yourself.

Cameron

Breaking that into two pieces: ‘student affairs’ and
‘professional…’ I guess I really identify with the field. I think the
word ‘professional’ is still one that I, like, yeah, balk at…
‘Professional’ is kind of a harder concept for me to answer
because I think professional, as a conception, has a lot of racist,
sexist, ect. ideas behind it.

Raider

Professional identity, that's just, that's a strange concept I guess,
because, I don't know... when you ask me what my professional
identity is, like I don't know. Like I know what my job title is. I
know what my responsibilities are. But I don't necessarily, like,
connect with the concept of having a professional identity.
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Participant

Quote

Andre

I really don’t identify with NASPA and ACPA. Those really
don’t hold much value for me anymore in terms of, like, the
learning outcomes they’re promoting ... how do we teach people
how to play the game better, how to do the steps they need to
move up. And that just doesn’t appeal to me anymore.

Nuance: Imposter Syndrome as Educators
From the themes presented thus far, it is apparent that, by-and-large, the participants
strongly identify as educators. They define themselves as such based on their roles and
how they approach their work. It is an identity that brings meaning to their work. Being
an educator was an intentional outcome of their choices to work in student affairs.
However, this conviction was stymied at times throughout the interviews, particularly
when discussing two areas: a lack societal acceptance of student affairs professionals as
educators, and an absence of cultivation of identity-as-educator in their professional
roles. This second nuance relative to aspirations, imposter syndrome as educators, details
the participants’ thoughts that suggest ‘educator’ is an idea that is not widely
acknowledged beyond themselves and their student affairs spheres. This nuance also
demonstrates the lack of development for the participants’ identities as educators.
Table 27: Imposter Syndrome as Educators, Overview
Theme

Nuance

Exemplar Quote

Aspirations for
student affairs
professionals

Imposter
syndrome as
educators

When I started student
affairs, I would have not
been like, ‘yeah, I am
definitely an educator in
some capacity’ (Zoe)
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Significant
Statements

110

“I just don’t know if every student affairs professional would use the terminology
educator offhand without really thinking about it… We are doing a lot of coaching,
maybe not education, as we try to stay away a little bit from that term” (Rachel). Ideas
such as this appeared throughout the interviews. This stark contrast to their own selfidentifications suggests reservation from the participants about their use of the term
‘educator’ beyond themselves and their own circles.
One explanation for this was an overarching belief that people outside of student
affairs simply do not acknowledge student affairs professionals as educators. With
faculty, participants noted that student affairs professionals might feel “scared” to use the
term ‘educator’ based on the “formality” behind the term; to consider themselves
educators, student affairs professionals are stealing the honor that the title endows away
from faculty for whom education is their “wheelhouse” (Andre). With students,
regardless of a student affairs professionals’ roles or mindsets, students tend to perceive
the work of student affairs as “just disseminating the rules and making the decisions;”
administrators decide and professors educate (Christine). With people external to the
university setting, when someone asks if a person is an educator, “they don’t mean the
type of education” that student affairs professionals provide; “it doesn’t fit” the societal
construct of an educator (Ariel Gilmore).
Collectively, this makes for a very small circle where student affairs professionals
feel empowered and safe to overtly identify as educators. For some of the participants,
this general perspective of student affairs professionals not being educators creates a
hierarchy within the higher education system. Between academic affairs and student
156

affairs, it is common for “one branch,” i.e., academic affairs, to be seen “as more
important than the other;” it is common for student affairs professionals to not “be taken
seriously” despite often being as credentialed as their academic counterparts (Melissa). It
was noted that such a hierarchy makes student affairs professionals feel unvalued in their
higher education spheres and diminishes the educational impact they can have on
students.
The dissonance demonstrated here between the participants’’ self-perceptions as
educators and their societal views are somewhat reminiscent of imposter syndrome.
Imposter syndrome, also known as fraud syndrome, is a common psychological
phenomenon that leads to individuals doubting their abilities and accomplishments.
People experiencing imposter syndrome often have internalized concerns about being
exposed as frauds. Imposter syndrome is not uncommon in high achieving individuals
(Langford & Clance, 1993). Considering the high levels of achievement among the
participants, the fact that there was often presented a reservation around owning their
identities as educators falls in line with the idea of imposter syndrome.
In addition to others not perceiving student affairs professionals as educators, another
major topic that further propagates this sense of imposter syndrome as educators is a lack
of ongoing identity-as-educator development. Looking at the previous theme that
discussed the participants’ professional identity development, there were numerous
sources throughout their career. However, despite the participants having had robust
professional development over the years, many participants expressed the novelty of
being asked questions and conversing about their roles and identities as educators.
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Participants noted how the interviews helped them to “think about [their] identity in a
different way” (Ian). What it means for student affairs professionals to be educators was
something that participants had “never really thought about before...at least not that indepth” (Jane). Participants indicated that the idea of being educators had never come up
as a topic of conversation between themselves and supervisors that were described as
potent professional and academic influencers. Even outside of supervisors, some
participants reflected that they did not believe that they had “ever been asked” in “grad
school experiences, or any leadership kind of staff meetings, or trainings, or retreats”
about their educational philosophies or what it truly means for them to be educators as
student affairs professionals (Cameron). Reflections such as these were persistent from
the participants throughout the interviews, and gratitude for the opportunity to reflect on
their roles in new ways was a common conclusion to the end of the final interviews.
Zoe
Zoe works in an orientation and family programming department at a large, state
university. Like many student affairs professionals, her job is somewhat cyclical from
year to year. During summer, Zoe spends her time helping run orientation and family
programming in whatever way she can help. In fall, Zoe and her team spend time
assessing the summer programs and facilitating meetings with the university’s family
advisory committee. Springs are focused on the university’s annual family weekend,
benchmarking their assessment results, and getting ready for the following summer. Year
around, she helps manage an email dedicated to family questions and concerns. Through
all of this, Zoe identifies as an educator
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Zoe’s story highlights the power of intentional reflection and development on what it
means to be an educator.
As a child, Zoe felt called to enter the realm of education. Zoe explained:
“I remember being younger and ‘teacher’ being, like, the only profession that I had
ever really thought of, like, maybe that's what I want to do… But, like, I didn't, don't
really love small children, didn't want to, like, do elementary school or anything. So I
never really found that right fit.”
She entered college still seeking a way to connect to that inherent call to be an
educator. She found that connection in her work as an orientation leader. Zoe
characterized her role as an orientation leader as:
“A little bit as an educator, because I think so much of, kind of the orientation world
is providing information. And so I think I saw it as my responsibility of, like, ‘I'm here to
educate students on the institution, how to transition to the institution, how to be
successful, specifically during their first year.’”
It was here Zoe discovered that student affairs made sense for her, “because it was
kind of combining that, like, education role, but with something kind of more in my
wheelhouse.”
Following her undergraduate experience, Zoe had a fairly standard student affairs
path. She attended a student affairs graduate program, held a graduate assistantship, and
completed multiple internships. Her first job was in orientation, a role in which her
identity-as-educator stayed salient: “So when I kind of first started it, you know, I was
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fresh out of my master's program and, and was working with, you know, young students
and felt [identity-as-educator] from that.”
However, as Zoe became more comfortable in her position and began taking on
varying responsibilities, there was a shift in her perspective as a professional. It was here
in her professional journey that her sense of identifying as an educator began to fade:
“As my role changed I kind of just was like, ‘I don't really know.’ I didn't think about
it as much… Thinking about it now, I think when I first started, like, the focus of my job
was really pouring a lot into advising students. But, like, as that piece got more
comfortable, a lot of my focus was more on the, like, logistics, event planning,
management pieces. Even before my role, like, formally changed [to family
programming], I think my focus just changed… I was so, kind of like, ‘I want to make
sure I do this right with the students and really want to be invested in building
relationships with them and developing that organization before I kind of really worry
about the other pieces of my job.’ And that was the part of my job that really came first
when I first started. But then I think as I kind of moved into more, like, logistics and
focused on that, it kind of would wait, and I got comfortable, like, working with
students… It wasn't new anymore. So I don't know that I really thought about it. Like, I'd
already developed what I would do with the students year after year.”
She reflects back on that time with an uncertainty of if she truly identified as an
educator: “I can look back earlier in my career and identify those moments that like, yes,
I have served in an educator capacity, but I don't... When I started student affairs, I would
have not been like, ‘yeah, I am definitely an educator in some capacity.’”
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For Zoe, despite her entering the profession because it fulfilled an innate desire to be
an educator, she suspects that her former self (as described above) would have more
closely identified as a “helper”, “supporter,” or “guide.” She did not feel strongly about
identifying as an educator:
“I don't think it kind of came naturally to me… Working with parents, I think being a
lot younger than them, not having that shared experience, I think at first it was hard to see
me, like, as an educator, because I was like, ‘what can I really teach you?’”
This sense of not being able to identify as an educator persisted throughout her early
career. Identifying as an educator was not a topic of any professional development she
was exposed to, and it was not an element of her conversations with her supervisor. It
was not until recently that her identity-as-educator received nourishment in the form of
her entry into a PhD program in student affairs. Zoe’s faculty advisor instilled a new
sense of identifying as an educator early on in the program:
“I had my faculty advisor when I started the program, she was very much like, ‘you're
an educator and even if you don't decide to go the professor route, like, you’re still an
educator. So it's important.’ And I think that made me reflect on that role.”
Zoe further elaborated on how this message from her faculty advisor reinvigorated
her identity as an educator:
“I think it was taking the time to actually reflect about it and think about it. I think I
work in a pretty - and probably everybody in student affairs would say this - a pretty fast
paced office. Every time we think we get downtime, we somehow fill it with something
and change something. Um, so I don't know that I'd ever really stopped to think about it
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and I think that was really the biggest thing… Not necessarily her telling me that, but her
giving us opportunities to reflect on how we are an educator and what that means to us
and what pieces made us feel like we're an educator.”
All Zoe needed was the prompting and the opportunity to reflect on what it means to
be an educator. For Zoe, “that's, I think, what made it stick.”
Since this chance to reflect and converse with others about what it means to be an
educator, Zoe has more fully embraced her identity as an educator. It has even influenced
how she approaches her work with parents and families, now embracing that she has
knowledge and wisdom to educate students and parents about:
“I use this when I talk at orientation to families of like, ‘you're the expert on your
student, but I'm the expert on the institution. So like, let's work together to help you
navigate your student through this transition.’ And so I do think that I see [educating] as
my role.”
Zoe entered the field of student affairs as a way to actualize her calling to be an
educator. Although the essence of the work did not change, how she connected to and
identified with the work did. Without any sort of cultivation of her identity as an
educator, her identity-as-educator - the very reason she entered the profession to begin
with - faded. It was only through the intentional conversations and reflection she engaged
in via her doctorate program that her identity-as-educator was rekindled. This rekindling
has invigorated Zoe’s sense of purpose, and serves as an exemplar of what can happen
with and without nourishment for one’s identity.
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Imposter Syndrome as Educators, Conclusion
Throughout the interviews, while the participants consistently demonstrated
assurance of themselves as educators, there were simultaneously elements that seemed to
suggest reservation surrounding overtly identifying as educators, an idea in line with
imposter syndrome (Langford & Clance, 1993). These elements included reluctance to
self-identify as educators with many groups outside of other student affairs professionals,
and a general lack of development for their identities as educators. As the field has
evolved and placed itself more and more in the role of educators on college campuses,
these shortcomings need to be addressed for professionals to best contribute in their roles
and to best own, acknowledge, and incorporate identity-as-educator. These ideas are
further explored in Chapter Five.
Table 28: Imposter Syndrome as Educators, Key Quotes
Participant Quote
Rachel

I just don’t know if every student affairs professional would use the
terminology educator offhand without really thinking about it… We
are doing a lot of coaching, maybe not education, as we try to stay
away a little bit from that term.

Andre

The vast majority of the folks that I work closely with would 100%
see themselves as educators. The interesting part is whether or not
they’d actually use the label… there’s still a level of formality that I
think students affairs folks would be scared to say ‘I’m an educator’.

Ariel
Gilmore

When people ask me if I work in education, they don't mean the type
of education that I'm in right? Yes I work at a college, but if somebody
were to then ask me, ‘okay, what do you teach?’ I don't teach anything
so I feel like it doesn't fit.

Andre

[Some faculty] say education is really the wheelhouse of the faculty
members, and so administrators shouldn’t be considering themselves
as part of that process.
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Participant Quote
Christine

From a student’s perspective, I think if you said like, oh, you’re a
university administrator, their initial thought, regardless of if that
person is actually trying to be an educator in their role, I think they
may perceive what we do as just disseminating the rules and making
the decisions and saying yes or no.

Melissa

I am just as educated, personally, as other academic professionals on
campus or faculty, so I think that it’s important that we’re taken
seriously… I think we have to stop seeing one as more, like, one
branch as more important than the other branch, or that one branch
comes first, or like we depend on that branch so we can be here. We
need to stop seeing it that way. We need to see us all as necessary in
order for the students to have a good experience and in order for the
institutions to succeed.

Ian

I think this conversation has definitely helped me to think about [my
identity] in a different way.

Keith

I’ve actually not talked with [my mentor] about that… You really got
me thinking about it and I appreciate that.

Aspirations for Student Affairs Professionals, Conclusion
This research was undertaken with the possibility that the participants may not
identify as educators. Although this turned out to be not true, the interviews did reveal
that there are other components of the profession that should be addressed. This theme,
aspirations for student affairs professionals, captured that sense of potential expressed by
the participants. Numerous aspects of their professional lives were noted, including
administrative tasks, their institutional environments, and larger professional
environmental aspects. Two specific nuances were addressed, lacking connection with the
profession and imposter syndrome as educators to further add clarity to these aspirations.
The ideas presented in these nuances, such as not connecting with the profession and a
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lack of identity-as-educator development, inhibit the participants from fully embracing
their roles as student affairs professionals and as educators. The implications of this
theme are further addressed in Chapter Five.
Essence of Identity-as-Educator for Student Affairs Professionals
In line with the phenomenological process (Moustakas, 1994), the following
statement serves as the essence for what identity-as-educator means for student affairs
professionals.
There were four themes with associated nuances captured in this phenomenological
study:
1. What it means to be an educator. Nuances: More than a job, educator function,
and educator ethos.
2. How student affairs professionals’ identities develop. Nuances: Lifelong
professional identity development.
3. What student affairs professionals accomplish in their work. Nuances: Support
towards academic success, and holistic education distinct from academics.
4. Aspirations for student affairs professionals. Nuances: Lacking connection with
the profession, and imposter syndrome as educators.
The themes and nuances paint the pictures of the participants as people who truly see
themselves as educators in both function and mindset; it is what many of them feel they
were called to do, and it is the reason they entered and have stayed in student affairs.
Their work is in line with the language of modern student affairs, taking consideration for
the holistic development of students and supporting their educational journeys. Social
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justice is at the forefront of their work. They even reluctantly accept the norms of the
profession. However, while they have embraced their roles as educators, it is not an
aspect of their identities they have had the opportunity to consciously consider or reflect
upon much. Furthermore, ‘educator’ is often a personal title, as there is reservation
towards using the label depending on who they are interacting with. They feel stifled by
the historic infrastructure of higher education, but they press on because of their care for
students.
Perhaps Melissa put it more elegantly:
“You know, like, as, as we progressed more towards staff members coming into the
institution, there was a time where staff was just extra, right? And, and the faculty were
the most important. I would say we're still not out of that entirely right now, but, but, at
one point it was pretty significant, where staff members were literally extras at, in college
campuses. And I think it would feel like that if I wasn’t an educator… I think I wouldn't
be taken seriously, or seen as a valuable contributor, contributor to the students’ lives,
and I, I would feel less motivated and I would do my job very differently, probably just to
get it done. And I don't know that I'd be here in higher ed as long as I have been thus far.
Um, but yeah, I mean, I, I don't think that we're quite there, though, where staff as
educators are seen as educators to all on campus. And so I'm excited for that day when
we're valued as much, but… Hopefully, hopefully soon.”
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Connecting Back to Research Questions
To close out this chapter, the three research questions will be addressed based on the
data collected. Further analysis, including interpretations, implications, and limitations is
provided in Chapter Five.
Research Question One
Research question one asked, how do student affairs professionals define their role?
This question was intentionally broad as the goal was to establish if the participants
identified as educators rather than assume as much. In addition to determining how they
define their role, the question also sought to understand the sense they make of the
profession and how they came to hold the beliefs and identities that they do. This
research question is answered through three main ideas: how the participants make sense
of their professional roles, how the participants’ professional identities have developed,
and how the participants relate to the student affairs profession.
How the Participants Make Sense of Their Professional Roles
As previously noted, the interviews were scaffolded so as to get to know the
participants in interview one, understand the participants as student affairs professionals
in interview two, and understand the participants as educators (or otherwise) in interview
three. Prior to interview number three, no questions directly inquired about the
participants’ perspectives on either themselves as educators or the field of student affairs
as a field of educators. However, like the scaffolding of the interviews suggests, there
were numerous questions in interviews one and two asking the participants to talk about
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themselves, explain what they do in their work, explain what it means to be a student
affairs professional, and to talk about how they feel fulfilled by their work.
Throughout these questions, simply stated, ‘educator’ was most frequently cited as
the primary aspect of their professional identities and how they ultimately make sense of
their roles as student affairs professionals. While other descriptors did appear, such as
helper and guide, the participants wholeheartedly said ‘educator’ was the majority of
their professional identities. This idea resonated with many participants’ sense of purpose
and provided meaning to their work in higher education.
Given that the topic of research question two is how student affairs professionals
make sense of their roles as educators, more details on this specific topic are explored in
research question two below.
Social justice was the other prominent way the participants have made sense of their
roles as student affairs professionals. As noted by Zoe, student affairs professionals are in
positions to be “disruptors” of the system and are able to take steps towards righting
historical educational and societal inequities. Many of the participants, themselves, were
first-generation college students, something that shaped their own views of the education
system. With this lens, serving as student affairs professionals has enabled the
participants to empower others through the lessons they learned from their own
experiences. The participants reported their capacity to impact individuals’ lives and
communities before, during, and after college. Their personal experiences provided
structure to their professional identities and became the bases of their professional
practices. Over time, the potential impact of their work became more and more apparent,
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and the participants frequently cited their desire to improve communities, decrease
inequities, and create a more just society as the bigger-picture outcomes of their work in
higher education.
How the Participants’ Professional Identities Have Developed
The participants reported four primary sources of professional identity development:
personal histories, undergraduate experiences, graduate programs, and professional
relationships. Many of the values expressed, such as hard work and excellence, were
credited to what their parents instilled throughout their upbringings. In their student
affairs roles, these values seamlessly fit and were adapted accordingly. While not
explicitly told to implement these values in their professional lives, the participants
expressed these being necessary to maintain their professional integrity and work to their
self-imposed standards. These ideas are reflected in Ian’s story of becoming a student
affairs professional, as he directly credits the “natural way” he “interacts with people” as
being a major contributor to how he carries himself as a professional.
During undergraduate years, the participants generally referenced people who
modeled what student affairs is all about. Some of these models were student affairs
professionals intervening in times of crises, whether their own or that of their peers.
Melissa’s vignette highlights this, as it was her supervisors and advisors - all student
affairs professionals - that helped her recover from her life and career setbacks and led
her into student affairs. Alternatively some of the models for the participants during their
undergraduate years were student affairs professionals hosting programs and enhancing
the experience of others, such as orientation coordinators or hall directors. Ariel
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Gilmore’s path reflects this, as it was her fellow resident assistants and residence life
supervisors that demonstrated “care and love” for students, values that she carries with
her as a professional. All of these models allowed the participants to see how they could
make differences in students’ lives, and these models were often the ones who helped
guide them onto the paths toward student affairs as a career.
While undergraduate experiences provided practical models for how student affairs
professionals can impact students through their effort and care, graduate programs
seemed to offer a more introspective view on the profession of student affairs. It was here
that the participants frequently reported first considering the nuances of student affairs
such as student development theory. Participants were exposed to new areas and offices
that expanded their collective understanding of higher education. It was here, also, that
the concept of being an educator as a student affairs professional was introduced to many
of the participants, even if it was more of something they were told rather than something
that was really reflected upon (again, this is further explored in the next research question
below). Norms of the profession were generally introduced as ‘the way it is,’ and being
engaged with professional organizations was somewhat standard during graduate
years. Veronica’s professional development journey reflects much of this, because
although she was involved in student affairs as an undergraduate, it was her graduate
experiences that not only introduced her to detailed student development theory but also
first introduced the concept of student affairs professionals being educators. However,
despite this, Veronica commented numerous times throughout the interviews on the
novelty of being asked what it means to be a student affairs professional and an educator.
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As professionals, the participants reported experiences and relationships with other
professionals as a deep source of their ongoing professional development. Like Jane and
Keith, most participants cited supervisors as being mentors to them as they have
navigated their careers as student affairs professionals. However, the essence of their
professional development, particularly in the beginning, contrasted the reported
experiences and lessons associated with graduate programs. How to do the work - as in
the literal logistics and administrative tasks - often gravitated to the forefront of their own
development. Student development theory, while still present, was not spoken about as
much and served more as an underlying guide for the work. Their involvement in
organizations waned, and their ongoing growth was often attributed to their own trialand-error practices of seeing what worked and what didn’t work as they served students.
How the Participants Relate to the Student Affairs Profession
Throughout their experiences with student affairs, the norms and culture of the
profession were learned, reinforced, and challenged. As they settled into their positions as
student affairs professionals, many of the participants discovered the reality of the
expectation of not being able to have work-life balance. From both students and
colleagues, they found themselves expected to be working well more than forty hours per
week and prioritizing their students and staff often over themselves. Like Ariel Gilmore
noted, professionals have to choose whether to be viewed as “lifers” committed to the
work and the profession, or face being perceived as not being dedicated to the profession
and their students.
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Other norms were either reluctantly embraced or subtly rejected. Veronica noted how
student affairs professionals are expected to always be positive. She likened student
affairs professionals to being a “band” that keeps playing “when the [ship] is sinking,”
maintaining a sense of positivity and being upbeat even in the face of pending doom. Jane
commented on how directness is somewhat taboo in student affairs. She explained how
student affairs professionals have mastered the art of using, “twenty words to say
something that they could say in five.” At times, these norms have created dissonance
with the profession. Revisiting Veronica’s and Jane’s example, Veronica noted
embracing the idea of being positive, but only to a point, because eventually positivity is
no longer productive. Jane noted how she stands by her life mantra of “say what you
mean, mean what you say,” but that she sometimes gets into trouble with her direct
approach.
These ideas were not contained to individual higher education institutions, either.
Some participants reported negative sentiments for the professional organizations.
Andre’s remarks on professional organizations being more focused on how to “play the
game” and less about empowering people to be their authentic selves were very pointed
remarks about this sentiment. Some participants also reported negative thoughts on the
label ‘student affairs professional,’ particularly the ‘professional’ portion of the label.
Cameron described ‘professional’ as a term she balks at due to racist and sexist
connections she makes to it. All of this has contributed to how they see their roles, how
they make sense of themselves as student affairs professionals, and how they function
within their higher education spheres.
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Research Question Two
Research question two asked, how do student affairs professionals understand other
educators’ roles in comparison to their own educator role? This question was aiming at
understanding either a. what would it mean for student affairs professionals to be
educators if a participant’s answer was something other than educator, or b. what does it
mean for student affairs professionals to be educators if a participant’s answer was
educator? Given the overwhelming response of ‘educator’ to research question one, the
answers to this question expose what it means to be an educator as a student affairs
professional and how this plays out in their daily and long-term work. This research
question is answered through three main topics: what it means to be an educator, what the
participants do to educate, and how identity-as-educator is a private concept.
What it Means to be an Educator
For the participants, the idea of an educator has been a strong construct throughout
their lives. As most of the participants grew up, family members and close family friends
worked as traditional educators in K12 environments. Even for those that did not have
family members as traditional educators, being an educator was a calling, a goal to reach
that would align with who they were and wanted to be. Raider’s story serves as a strong
example of this, who felt called to be an educator based on the work she saw her teachers
doing and an innate passion for teaching others; Raider has since been both a traditional
K12 educator and is now a student affairs professional. It was these early examples of
educators that inspired them to enter student affairs as a means to fulfill their desires to be
educators.
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With an understanding of the roots of the participants’ beliefs surrounding what it
means to be an educator, the next element is understanding what is meant by the idea of
an educator. Given the broad differences between traditional K12 teachers/faculty and
student affairs professionals, the research was interested in understanding what elements
of a person’s work qualifies them to be considered educators. Broadly speaking, the
answer to this topic came from two main ideas: ‘educator’ as a function, and ‘educator’
as an ethos. While conflicting at times, these frameworks provide structure for what it
means for someone to be an educator.
The idea of ‘educator’ being a function emerged from the participants providing
descriptions of educators based around whether or not an individual’s work produces
outcomes that impact a student’s academic endeavors. If a person's approximate primary
function is to help students learn, that person would be considered an educator. Or, as
Rachel said, so long as a person’s function is focused on “information transfer to
students,” that person is an educator. Further elaboration and examples from the
participants created two frameworks to make sense of the kinds of functions and roles
that are and are not educators: directness, and formality.
The first framework is based around directness. A direct educator is an individual
who is actually working with students and is primarily responsible for facilitating
learning. An indirect educator is an individual whose primary goal is to create the
structures and policies to best support direct educators and the students. For example, a
faculty member is a direct educator because of teaching classes, and a dean is an indirect
educator because of coaching, evaluations, and policies that are provided for the faculty
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members. Raider’s statement of viewing herself “in a role of an educator” most when
working directly with students or when acting as an instructional coach to other
professors demonstrates this directness idea.
The other framework that was provided to understand roles that are educators is
formality. A formal educator is an individual who invokes traditional educational
practices into their work, such as curricula, learning outcomes, and tests, and does so in a
traditional structure, like a classroom, generally with the final outcome being a
recognized credential of learning (e.g., a letter grade). An informal educator still has the
primary goal of students learning, but does so without the use of traditional educational
practices. For example, a faculty member is a formal educator because of expressed
curricula, learning outcomes, and formal assessments, and a residence life coordinator is
an informal educator because residential education generally takes place organically
throughout students’ experiences and lacks any sort of formal evaluation of learning.
Christine’s statements surrounding her being “an educator without a curriculum” helped
laid the foundation for this formality concept.
Putting these two frameworks together, someone could be a direct, formal educator, a
professor for instance, who directly facilitates learning with traditional educational
elements such as curricula and grades. Someone could be an indirect, formal educator,
such as an instructional coach, who indirectly facilitates student learning by impacting
formal elements of education. Someone could be a direct, informal educator, such as an
orientation coordinator, who directly facilitates learning without traditional educational
elements. Finally, someone could be an indirect, informal educator, such as an advising
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director, who indirectly facilitates student learning by impacting informal elements of
education. These direct/indirect and formal/informal constructs create structure for who
could be considered an educator when ‘educator’ is considered as a function.
As another explanation, the participants also presented ideas that suggested ‘educator’
is an ethos made evident by an individual’s mindset and approach. In Cameron’s words,
‘educator’ is “an ethos and a praxis,” rather than a function or role. When viewed in this
manner, educators are individuals who consider the education of others as the ultimate
outcome of their work and do so with particular approaches and techniques. Within the
thoughts surrounding educator as an ethos, three markers emerged as manifestations of
the mindset and approach of an educator ethos: personalized education, valuing growth,
and student-centered mindset.
The first was that educators personalize education to each learner. Educators take the
time to, in Rachel’s words, “see students as individuals” and “take into consideration the
human experience.” By getting to know their students, educators learn their students’
starting points and perspectives on the topics at hand, thereby enabling the educators to
adapt style and content to fit with their students. It also allows educators to understand
their students’ lives outside of the classroom. Without personalized educational
experiences, students are exposed to one-size-fits-all experiences that may or may not
resonate with them and may not lead to successful learning taking place.
The second marker of an educator was that educators value growth in each learner
rather than a single benchmark for all learners. As stated by Melissa, when student affairs
work “is done right,” every element of the work would be intentionally “designed in a
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way that attempts to help students grow.” Whereas the previous marker, personalized
education, focuses on the starting point of the students, valuing growth focuses on the end
result. Educators want students to always be learning, developing, and thinking.
Educators want students to take something away from their educational experiences.
Without focusing on growth, students may enter an educational setting with all the
knowledge necessary to perform well and may not actually learn anything despite
achieving universal benchmarks.
The final marker of an educator ethos is that educators approach their work with a
student-centered mindset. Educators approach their work, whatever that may be, by
beginning with the student. They begin their work by questions such as, ‘What will my
students get out of this?’ and “How does this fit with my students’ current life contexts?”
Student-centered may even imply inviting students to help generate curricula and lessons.
Each step keeps students as the center of the process. Rachel described being studentcentered as an “essential value” of being an educator. This approach is in contrast to
focusing on a non-student element, such as an objective, outcome, or different
functionality of education. Examples of this might be the idea of ‘teaching to the test’
where the test is the focus, or an emphasis on keeping a school’s passing rates up by
simplifying curricula and not prioritizing the student experience.
When considered as an ethos, the outcome is that ‘educator’ is a label that can be
embraced by anyone, regardless of their position or industry. So long as a person is
focused on others learning and approaches work with individualization, growthorientation, and a student-centered focus, that person is an educator. This also means two
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people in the same role may not both be educators, depending on each approach to the
role. Participants noted that those that do not have educator mindsets/approaches are
more accurately defined by their hired functions rather than the label ‘educator.’ Among
student affairs professionals, those that do not have an educator approach/mindset were
labeled as “administrators” and “bureaucrats” by the participants; likewise, for faculty,
they were labeled “instructors” and “teachers.”
The two approaches to what it means to be an educator (function vs ethos) do not
seamlessly flow together. A person could be an educator by function but not by ethos,
and vice versa. However, when considering the two frameworks together specifically for
student affairs professionals, there is opportunity for the two frameworks to complement
one another. Putting the frameworks together, being an educator generally means being in
one of the four categories of educator as a function and fulfilling the role with an ethos of
an educator. Given the proximity to learning of some kind student affairs professionals
typically engage in, it is reasonable for most student affairs professionals to potentially be
educators by both accounts.
For student affairs professionals, these two frameworks provide clarity for what it
means to be an educator. The contradiction noted above (educator by one framework and
not the other), along with how the frameworks can be applied to other educators in a
higher education setting are further explored in research question three below.
What the Participants Do to Educate
Knowing what it means for someone to be labeled an educator, the next step of
understanding how the participants make sense of their roles as educators is to understand
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the nature of their work. This knowledge provides a tangible understanding of what is
meant by student affairs professionals being educators. From the participants’
perspectives throughout the interviews, their roles as educators manifest in two ways:
support towards academic success, and holistic education distinct from academics.
The profession of student affairs began as a means for faculty to offload their nonacademic responsibilities to be able to focus on their academic duties. The
responsibilities that were relinquished were primarily administrative (e.g., financial aid,
enrollment), extra-curricular (e.g., athletics, clubs), and student/community well-being
(e.g., conduct, counseling). These responsibilities were considered important for students
being successful academically, but they were not considered academic, themselves. Early
student affairs professionals adopted a philosophy of in loco parentis, in the place of a
parent, for how they conducted their work. Student affairs professionals were not seen as
educators, but rather instruments to secure students being successful in educational
endeavors undertaken in the students’ academic experiences (ACE, 1937; Springer et al.,
1995). These ideas were the foundation for the modern field of student affairs. While
higher education and student affairs have evolved since that time, many of these classic
notions of student affairs have persisted and encompass ways in which the participants’
identify their roles as that of educators through their work supporting students’ academic
endeavors.
One way these classic notions of student affairs as means to support academic success
were expressed from the participants was through the idea of ‘supporting the student
experience.’ As noted by Ian, “supporting the student experiences” is one of the most
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significant portions of his work. Most participants echoed language such as this.
Supporting the student experience often manifested as providing resources and guidance
to students. This may look like aiding a student in crisis by providing mental health
resources or settling a roommate conflict with mediation. All of this is about ensuring
that the student is in the best possible environment and mental state to maximize their
experience in higher education and achieve their goals.
Another element of the interviews that invoked a sense of supporting academic
success was the use of the term ‘help’ as a means for the participants’ to describe their
work. Put simply, Ariel Gilmore characterized the kernel of her role as, “I’m just here to
help.” Rachel classified student affairs collectively as a “helping profession.” Oftentimes,
help for the students is delivered in the capacity of the actual functional roles student
affairs professionals have, such as with tutoring centers or legal advice. However, the
participants reported not always being bound in this manner and simply called to help in
whatever way was needed. This may have been counseling a student in career advice
despite being a hall director, or hanging signage to promote an organization that asked for
help. No matter the student or realm, simply being there to help was a strong sentiment of
the role.
Another major component of the interviews that invoked classic notions of care and
support for students was through the idea of building relationships. As noted by
Cameron, when students have the “psychological feeling of safety” that is necessary to
learn, they will be more successful, and the only way they can truly feel this is through
“sustained relationship.” In this sense, relationships were noted as foundational for the
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work, as it is through relationships that students would feel comfortable turning to
professionals for help and advice, thus creating opportunities for growth and
development. But the necessity of relationships did not stop between professionals and
students; many participants, such as Jane, noted “relationships and connections” between
faculty and staff across campuses as the “underlying thing” when it comes to being
student affairs professionals. Students have many different connection points across a
college campus, and only by those connection points coming together can students be
best set up for success.
In addition to these classic notions of supporting students’ academic endeavors,
holistic education distinct from academics was frequently cited as how student affairs
professionals’ are educators in their work. The main difference between the two is that
although the elements of supporting academics do invoke ideas of life and holistic
education, this historical function of student affairs was generally presented as means to
support other outcomes, whereas the ideas encompassed in holistic education distinct
were presented as distinct outcomes, themselves, independent of any other outcomes.
As previously stated, holistic education is the integration of social, ethical, and
emotional needs into the traditional outcomes of education (Noddings, 2016). Through
this lens, then, to use Keith’s language, the goal of higher education should be about
more than a credential that displays academic achievement; rather, higher education
should result in a “credential-plus,” where students are set up for success in all areas of
their lives. The participants noted that, historically, higher education has not always
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approached education with this mindset, but it was also acknowledged that student affairs
professionals are generally in positions to facilitate this education and development.
This type of education was coined “life skills” by many participants, who frequently
described student affairs professionals as “bridges” between the higher education world
and the real world who set students up for success for life past higher education. A
plethora of examples were provided that articulate the meaning of this. Andre’s
conversations with his TRIO students often involve topics such as time management and
learning strategies for both during and after college. Rachel’s work through career
coaching introduces concepts like professionalism to set students up for success in their
professional lives. Melissa’s interactions with students through her emergency services
role frequently include self-advocacy and self-care to empower students to be better
equipped to take care of themselves. Ariel Gilmore’s work in residence life exposes
students to different people and cultures and teaches them how to live in and contribute to
a community. Each of these learning opportunities were presented in a way to where the
outcomes were about more than simply being successful in college, but being successful
in life. It is this focus on the after, on the holistic development of students, that many
participants feel demonstrates their roles as educators in their daily work.
A final element of the participant’s thoughts surrounding their work as holistic
educators revolves around how this work compares to the work of faculty. This
information is provided below in question number three.
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How Identity-as-Educator is a Private Concept
This research question inquired as to how student affairs professionals make sense of
their roles as educators. The participants provided extensive answers, including
descriptions of the term ‘educator’ as a function and as an ethos, and the details of their
actual accomplishments in their roles surrounding classic notions of student affairs and
holistic education. However, despite such robust answers regarding how the participants
make sense of their roles as educators, the participants revealed that they are not always
empowered to fully, publically embrace their identities as educators. This revelation
came via the participants discussing their lack of identity-as-educator development, and
their identities as educators being more private than public concepts akin to ideas
surrounding imposter syndrome.
Throughout the interview process, numerous participants noted the novelty of the
interview questions and overall topic of the study. The notion of student affairs
professionals being educators was often described as something that they had heard and
been told was the case, but that it was something that they have never taken the time nor
been prompted to intentionally reflect upon. Even with their supervisors - the people in
their lives most frequently cited as being heavily influential in their professional
development - participants indicated that the idea of ‘what it means to be an educator as a
student affairs professional’ is not a topic of conversation between them and their
supervisors. In one of her final thoughts in the last interview, Melissa described identityas-educator for student affairs professionals as, “A necessary topic that needs to be
discussed more often.”
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In addition to an overall lack of development for themselves as educators, the
participants also expressed that identifying as educators is not something that they
generally do outside of select circles. Participants commented that students generally see
student affairs professionals as “administrators” and rule-enforcers while perceiving
faculty as being educators on a college campus. It was also noted that faculty consider
education their “wheelhouse” and that student affairs professionals claiming to be
educators are effectively stealing the honor of what it means to be an educator. Even
outside of student affairs, the concept of ‘educator’ is more akin to its traditional
meanings of teacher and professor, and so the participants refrain from identifying as
such. This reluctance to identify as educators further demonstrates the private nature of
the identity for the participants and harkens to the idea of imposter syndrome, the
psychological phenomenon where individuals doubt their skills, accomplishments, and
credibility and believe they will be labeled ‘frauds’ by others (Langford & Clance, 1993).
Research Question Three
Research question three asked, how do student affairs professionals understand
others’ educator roles in comparison to their own? An underlying element of this
question was to see who else on a college campus the participants would consider to be
educators. But more importantly, this question sought to understand the nature of being
an educator as a student affairs professional relative to other educators, particularly those
on a college campus. This research question is answered by two sections: what an
educator is (reminder), and the participants’ thoughts on other educators
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What an Educator Is (Review)
The baseline for answering this research question is to know what it means to be an
educator. The participants’ responses surrounding this theme were discussed at length
throughout the first theme of this chapter and revisited in the section prior to this one.
Because of this, the current section will avoid a comprehensive echoing of that
information and provide a parsed down version. For more details, please refer to the
previous sections of this chapter.
Participants provided multiple perspectives on what it means to be an educator. The
first was more philosophical than practical: ‘educator’ is more than a job. The
participants showed a great deal of reverence for the concept as many of them had
influential educators in their lives. The power of education was tangible in the
participants’ declarations that social justice via societal change and reducing inequality
are the pinnacle outcomes of education.
The second perspective on what it means to be an educator was that ‘educator’ is a
function. From this perspective, ‘educator’ is a label that a person receives based on the
nature of their work. An educator’s primary function is to produce outcomes that impact
students’ academic endeavors. With this information in mind, an individual’s capacity to
be an educator is defined by that individual’s function. The idea of educator as a function
can be understood across two frameworks: directness and formality. Directness deals
with whether or not an individual is the one actually facilitating learning opportunities for
students. Formality deals with whether or not the educational experiences incorporate
traditional educational elements such as a classroom, grades, and evaluations. Formal,
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direct educators work directly with students and do so with elements of traditional
education; an example would be a faculty member. Formal, indirect educators work
behind the scenes of traditional educational settings to provide support for direct
educators and make decisions that impact students; an example would be an academic
dean. Informal, direct educators work directly with students, but do so in non-traditional
settings and/or with non-traditional elements in their education; an example would be a
career counselor. Informal, indirect educators work behind the scenes of non-traditional
educational settings to facilitate passive/ongoing educational opportunities and provide
support for direct educators; an example would be a residence life director.
The third and final perspective provided by the participants on what it means to be an
educator was that educator is an ethos. When considered in this manner, ‘educator’ is a
label that people can claim based on how they mentally and physically approach their
work. Regardless of actual functionality, educators complete their primary tasks with the
focus being on how what they are doing is helping others learn. An individual’s capacity
to be an educator is independent of that individual’s function. An educator ethos can be
recognized by three markers: personalized education, valuing growth, and being student
centered. Educators personalize educational experiences for students by getting to know
their students as individuals. This approach enables educators to adjust their content and
style to fit their students and understand their students’ lives outside of the classroom.
Educators evaluate success for their students based on growth rather than predetermined
benchmarks/standards. By valuing growth, educators ensure that every student is able to
learn and grow from experiences regardless of how the students enter those educational
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experiences. Lastly, educators place students at the center of how they approach their
work. Decisions are made with priority consideration given to students’ needs and
desires; students may even be a part of the decision making and creation process for
educational experiences. As an ethos, two people can be in the same role and not both be
educators. For faculty, those who do not approach their work with an educator ethos were
described in the interviews as “teachers” and “instructors” rather than educators. For
student affairs professionals, those who do not approach their work with an educator
ethos were described in the interviews as “administrators” and “bureaucrats” rather than
educators.
The Participants’ Thoughts on Other Educators
When considering educator as a function and educator as an ethos together, there are
contradictions. A faculty member without an educator ethos is an educator from one
perspective but not the other; the same is true for a janitor with an educator ethos. There
is also room for overlap, in that a person can be an educator by both accounts, such as a
faculty with an educator ethos. These two frameworks on what it means to be an educator
provide a basis for making sense of who is an educator. However, more clarity can be
determined by who the participants specifically noted could be considered educators,
regardless of any contradictions that emerged from their attempts to make sense of their
beliefs.
All of the participants acknowledged that faculty and student affairs professionals
could be educators. This makes sense, as both fairly easily fit within the two frameworks
provided. What is more telling, though, are the participants’ thoughts on auxiliary staff,
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such as janitors and groundskeepers, that are less naturally considered educators. For the
most part, participants overtly indicated that these employees could be educators. The
janitors at Cameron’s undergraduate institution, the groundskeepers at Keith’s current
institution, and the janitors at Ian’s current institution were all described as educators
based on their intentional efforts to connect with students and to inform others. These
types of anecdotes were near-universal for the participants, making it clear that the
perspective that holds more weight, in general, is that educator is an ethos.
Despite ethos holding more weight between the two perspectives, some participants
did suggest that an individual’s role may inform that individual’s propensity to be an
educator. The idea presented was that the less likely a person’s role is to being an
educator when considered as a function, the less propensity that person has to embrace an
educator ethos. To borrow Veronica’s words, auxiliary staff have “limited opportunities”
to engage in work where an educator ethos could be implemented, and without those
opportunities, they may be less likely to identify as educators.
With all of this, the question of, “How do student affairs professionals understand
other educators’ roles in comparison to their own educator role?” can be answered. Some
people are hired into functions that are more naturally positioned to be educators, such as
faculty; other people are hired into functions that are less naturally positioned to be
educators, such as janitorial staff. However, regardless of hired functionality, no one is
excluded from the possibility of being an educator. So long as an educator ethos is
embraced, everybody at a higher education institution has the capacity to be an educator.
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Applying these ideas to personnel throughout the college campus, participants
generally cited faculty as having the highest propensity to be educators based on their
formal educator positions and the primary function of their work generally being
considered educational. Next were student affairs professionals based on their generally
informal educator positions and the primary function of their work being at least
supportive of educational endeavors, if not outright educational. Last were auxiliary
professionals, such as custodial and maintenance staff, based on how far removed from
traditional educational processes they tend to be.
One specific difference the participants did note between themselves as educators and
faculty as educators was based around holistic education. As noted in the previous section
regarding how student affairs professionals make sense of themselves as educators, one
of the primary elements of student affairs professionals’ work as educators is providing
holistic educational opportunities for students. Holistic education is the formal integration
of non-academic elements into formal educational settings (Noddings, 2016). It is this
focus on holistic development through leadership, ethical, and human education that
provides student affairs professionals a unique educational purpose in higher education.
The lessons students learn through student affairs are distinct from those learned in
academics, and participants expressed this knowledge as essential towards the holistic
education of students. That is not to say that one is more important than the other, just
that academics and student affairs have different foci in their educational efforts. This
also means that student affairs and faculty have to work together: to borrow Zoe’s words,
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academics and student affairs educate “different parts” of the students and collaboratively
produce holistically educated students.
Data Collection and Analysis Conclusion
This chapter provided steps for participant selection and relevant participant data.
Overall, an adequately diverse participant pool was acquired in terms of roles and
experiences, and the limited demographic diversity was reflective of the collective
student affairs field. The chapter also outlined the theme generation process, which
resulted in four themes with eight specific nuances. Collectively, the themes
demonstrated a group of student affairs professionals who believe in themselves as
educators, who care about student growth and development, and who are invested in
holistic education. However, the themes also revealed that the participants are still
grappling with their identities as educators, particularly in terms of identity-as-educator
development and public acknowledgement of them as educators. Chapter Five explores
the data from a more critical lens, providing interpretations and implications of the data,
along with limitations of the study, overall.
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Chapter Five: Discussion
In 2004, the American College Personnel Association (ACPA) and the National
Association of Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA) released a document,
Learning Reconsidered (ACPA & NASPA, 2004), regarding the field and work of
student affairs. As the leading organizations for this field, the content of this document
held great weight within the student affairs realm. The statement from these organizations
made it clear: despite any previous guiding documents that delineated student affairs
professionals from educators (ACE, 1937), student affairs professionals are educators,
and the work they are engaging in is education. Although it may look different than the
traditional idea of education performed by faculty in formal classes, both faculty and
student affairs professionals are educators.
This characterization of student affairs professionals as educators was a distinct
change from the field’s original place in higher education. Yes, student affairs had long
been considered an important aspect of the higher education landscape - its very creation
was the result of professors seeing the value of student engagement and interactions
outside of the classroom (Springer et al., 1995). Research had consistently demonstrated
the positive impact student affairs work can have on students, particularly salient with
overall academic performance and retention/matriculation for students (e.g. Astin, 1985;
Kuh, Schuh, Whitt, & Associates, 1991; Moore, Lovell, McGain, & Wyrick, 1998;
Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). But Learning Reconsidered (ACPA & NASPA, 2004)
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overtly expressed the field’s shifted view of student affairs as a profession supporting
educators into a profession of educators.
Student affairs professionals were now being tasked by the field’s leading
organizations to identify as educators and approach their work as such. This was a
substantial shift, especially when considered with research surrounding identity,
particularly professional identity. An individual’s professional identity, i.e., how that
individual approaches work and identifies with it, is a major aspect of satisfaction and
productivity. It is one of the most important elements for understanding the actions and
behaviors an individual engages in while working (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; Wilson
et al., 2016). With this information on the importance of professional identity,
understanding how student affairs professionals are or are not embracing their roles as
educators is essential to maximizing and optimizing their potential to impact and educate
students. This was a novel topic given minimum results from a systematic review of
relevant literature (see Chapter Two for additional details).
Ultimately, the changing perceptions within the field of student affairs, the
importance of identity, and the lack of research into identity-as-educators for student
affairs professionals led to this research being conducted. The research sought to
understand how student affairs professionals make sense of their roles, particularly
surrounding the concept of themselves being educators and their work being that of
educators.
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Formally, the research questions were:
•

How do student affairs professionals define their role?

•

How do student affairs professionals understand their role as educators?
o

How do student affairs professionals understand other educators’ roles in
comparison to their own educator role?

The collective theoretical framework for understanding this is presented below in
Figure 4. The framework begins with the idea of holism, in that the whole of any thing is
greater than the sum of its parts (Aristotle & Ross, 1981). With this, understanding and
enhancing a single element of something, in the case of this research identity-as-educator,
will further enhance the whole something, in the case of this research student affairs
professionals. The framework then moves from the broad idea of identity into
professional identity, the importance of which has already been noted in this chapter.
Finally, professional identity is further examined through Marcia’s Identity Status Theory
(1966), a theory which emphasizes the development of an identity over the identity, itself,
and examines an identity’s development through the ideas of crises and conscious
consideration relative to the identity (Erikson, 1968; Marcia, 1966).
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Figure 4: Theoretical Framework, 2
The research implemented this theoretical framework via phenomenology to
understand how student affairs professionals make sense of their roles as educators. As a
method, phenomenology provides researchers with a robust understanding of a group’s
shared experiences surrounding a phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994), and as such, it lent
itself well for the purpose of understanding the phenomenon of being an educator as a
student affairs professional.
Based on research connecting one’s professional experience with the type of
institution that individual works at (Hirt, 2006), the research was narrowed down to midto-large size, non-profit, public, four-year institutions,. Furthermore, based on research
surrounding the different experiences of student affairs professionals across various
levels (e.g., Fey & Carpenter, 1996; Mintzberg, 1989; Young, 2007), the specific
professionals targeted for this research were mid-level student affairs professionals. This
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group of professionals was selected as it makes up the largest group of all student affairs
professionals (Young, 2007).
A total of 12 participants completed three 60 minute interviews each, with the first
interviews getting to know the participants, the second interviews understanding their
professional identities in general, and the third interviews specifically understanding their
professional identities as educators. The data from these interviews was robust and indepth. In total, 951 significant statements were identified. The statements were analyzed,
and through horizontalization (Moustakas, 1994), four themes emerged: What it means to
be an educator, how student affairs professionals’ identities develop, what student affairs
professionals accomplish in their work, and aspirations for student affairs professionals.
Chapter Four allowed the data to generally stand alone. While this data is helpful and
informational by itself, the data’s meaning is enhanced when considered together and
with other facets of student affairs, such as the field’s history, notions of identity, and the
current higher education climate. This chapter does this and considers the themes and the
data in context with the collective landscape of higher education, blending themes where
appropriate and providing additional commentary and thoughts. Interpretations and
recommendations are arranged via a three-pronged model (see Figure 5 below) that
includes the theoretical idea of ‘educator,’ the student affairs educator, and the student
affairs educator’s environment. The recommendations provided are focused on
cultivating identity-as-educator for student affairs professionals, empowering student
affairs professionals to more fully embrace their identities as educators, and strengthening
the collective field of student affairs.
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Interpretations and Recommendations
At its core, the starting point for this research was understanding how the shift in
perspective provided by Learning Reconsidered (ACPA & NASPA, 2004) manifests in
student affairs professionals. Do student affairs professionals see themselves as educators
the same way their field’s leading organizations see them? From where do student affairs
professionals develop their sense of professional identity? How do student affairs
professionals make sense of themselves as educators given the differences between their
professional work and that of traditional educators? Considering these questions as the
intellectual foundations for this research, the notions of the ‘idea’ of educator, the sense
of self, and the environment emerge, with many of the questions highlighting the
differences and the similarities between somewhat philosophical notions (the ‘idea’ of
educator), students affairs professionals themselves (the self), and their professional
settings and surroundings (the environment). With this in mind, the interpretations and
recommendations for this chapter are presented across three aspects of the participants’
professional lives: the theoretical idea of ‘educator,’ the student affairs educator, and the
student affairs educator’s environment. Figure 5 (below) visualizes these three aspects.
Note that these three aspects are not meant to be comprehensive of all elements of
student affairs professionals’ lives, but merely reflective of ideas collected in this
research’s data. Additionally, these concepts do not exist fully independent of one
another, but will each be used as primary focal points for this discussion so they are
presented as distinct.
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Figure 5: Participants’ Professional Lives, 1
Each aspect stands alone as its own section containing
interpretations/recommendation pairs. Generally, an interpretation is provided followed
by a paired recommendation. However, for some of the interpretation topics throughout
the three aspects, there are secondary interpretation/recommendation sections for ideas
that are not extraordinarily distinct from the main interpretation being discussed but are
still nuanced enough from the broader topic to warrant their own discussions.
The Theoretical Idea of ‘Educator’
The first aspect to be explored is the theoretical idea of ‘educator.’ This aspect within
the participants’ professional lives serves as almost an overtone for their educational
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work. It is the idea of what an educator is at a very high level. It influences and shapes
student affairs professionals’ experiences as educators, but it is a concept far bigger than
themselves as educators, as it encompasses the collective, form-like idea of what an
educator is. It is the ‘educator’ in the question of, ‘what does it mean to be an educator?’
This section explores one major interpretation with a subsequent recommendation.
The interpretation, ‘educator’ is a complicated word, builds off of the theme presented in
Chapter Four that addresses what it means to be an educator and ultimately states that
‘educator’ is a complex word with varying meanings and understandings. This
interpretation is accompanied by the recommendation that the field of student affairs
should seek to better collectively understand what the term ‘educator’ means, particularly
as it relates to student affairs.
‘Educator’ is a Complicated Word
The primary interpretation/recommendation pairing for the theoretical idea of
‘educator’ is that ‘educator’ is a complicated word. Throughout the interviews, it was
clear that there was not a precise definition for what it means to be an educator,
especially when considering what it means for student affairs professionals to be
educators. As a fundamental identity of the majority of the participants and the main
descriptor from leading organizations, efforts should be made for a more robust collective
understanding within student affairs for what is meant by the term ‘educator.’
Interpretation
Throughout this research, as the participants made sense of how they and others are
or are not educators, many of their statements gravitated around a common question:
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what does it mean for someone to be considered an educator? The answers to this
question generated by the participants demonstrate that what it means to be an educator
can be complicated. The complication emerges from the fact that two of the specific
nuances surrounding the question, educator function and educator ethos, the two most
prominent nuances in terms of number of significant statements, do not seamlessly
overlap, thereby creating opportunities for a person to be an educator in one perspective
but not the other. Relative to all of the data, these two nuances encompassed 321 out of
951, or 33.8% of the significant statements.
Reviewing these nuances, educator function was a nuance composed of 121
statements from 12 participants (the third largest nuance). As a function, a person’s
capacity to be an educator is dedicated by job positionality, process, and desired
outcomes. Educators are in roles where the primary outcome of the roles is learning
taking place. An educator is specifically hired to facilitate learning. These roles can be
categorized across two frameworks: direct versus indirect, and formal versus informal.
These qualifiers are based on if the role is working directly with learners or indirectly via
supporting those directly working with learners (direct versus indirect), and whether
traditional educational ideas, such as curriculum, testing, and grades, are or are not used
in the educational process (formal versus informal).
An example of how functionality dictates one’s capacity to be an educator can be
seen in Rachel’s reflections on her work. Although she did describe herself as an
educator, she indicated that she is not an educator in everything she does, specifically
tying the possibility of being an educator to the times when she is able to work directly
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with students: “There's just some things that, you know... I don't work directly with
students in a lot of roles… there are a lot of responsibilities I have, and so, yeah, it's hard
to weave [being an educator] in.” For Rachel, the nature of the work she engages in
dictates her capacity to be an educator.
Raider shared a story supporting this notion of one’s position and the content of work
dictating if an individual is an educator’s. She shared a story regarding her colleague
who, although he works in student affairs, she would not consider an educator based on
the nature of his work:
“I've got a colleague in the department who is a student affairs professional in the
department of residence life whose sole job is, is to fulfill maintenance orders, right? And
so, like, he's considered a full-time professional person because he's got, he's got a
graduate degree [related to student affairs]. And so he's, you know, considered a
professional in our division. But what he does in his job has nothing to do with educating
students. It's about making sure the buildings run… So that's an example I think of, like,
someone I work with who is considered a student affairs professional, but I don't think
that they consider… I don't believe their role is as an educator.”
Alternatively, Raider described herself as an educator through her work as a
curriculum designer and instructional coach: “I serve as the instructional coach for all of
those instructors and write their lesson plans and walk them through, like, content and
teaching strategies and those types of things.” It is the formal educational components
attached to her work and the proximity of the work to the students actually learning that
makes her an educator in this capacity.
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This perspective should be briefly considered in relation to Learning Reconsidered
(ACPA & NASPA, 2004). By that document’s account, all student affairs professionals
are educators (one of the founding points that drove this research). Given this, then if
being an educator is dedicated by an individual’s function, then ACPA and NASPA are
suggesting that all student affairs professionals across a range of skill sets and knowledge
bases - residence life coordinators, orientation directors, registrars, etc. - are educators
strictly based on the fact that they work in student affairs and the field of education.
Although this stance does provide the title of ‘educator’ to all of the field’s professionals
and seemingly associates the work of student affairs to being akin to traditional academic
education, it somewhat diminishes meaning for the label as it is de facto bestowed on
student affairs professionals simply by their jobs existing within higher education.
The other nuance from Chapter Four that helped define the idea of being an educator,
educator ethos, was a nuance composed of 200 statements from 12 participants (the
single largest nuance). As an ethos, all people have the potential to be an educator
regardless of the job they were hired for or field they work in. Educators prioritize and
care about others’ learning and see these ideas as primary outcomes of their work.
Educators create personalized learning opportunities for those around them. Educators
value growth and development in their learners rather than measuring their learners’
successes against universal standards or benchmarks. An added element of this is that two
people in the same role may not both be considered educators depending on how they are
performing their roles.
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Ian’s thoughts on what it means to be an educator highlight these ideas and nuances
that comes from the idea of educator being an ethos:
“Are you making a specific effort to try and learn how students think and what they're
thinking about? So that to me would be the delineating characteristic of... the people who
aren’t really engaging with students at all are not really functioning in that educational
capacity. So to me it doesn't necessarily have to do with the job role so much as it has to
do with how they are implementing that job role in relation to students.”
For Ian, educators engage in their work in meaningful ways. They incorporate the
learner into the learning equation as much as they do themselves as educators. Educators
care about their students and want learning to be for more than learnings’ sake. People
who do not do this are not ‘functioning in that educational capacity.’
Melissa’s thoughts echo the idea that being an educator is about how one approaches
the work being done rather than educator simply being a role. Melissa described herself
and her role as being an educator, but when asked if she could perform her role and not
be an educator, she remarked: “[Being an educator] was something that I had to choose to
add to the position, and... I could maybe do this job not thinking about education, and
then I would literally be a project manager.” Melissa made it clear that she is an educator
based on how she has personally chosen to approach her work as a student affairs
professional, and without that educator ethos, her title would move away from educator
and become more akin to the literal function she is fulfilling; in her case, a project
manager.
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Like the previous nuance, this nuance, educator ethos, should be briefly addressed
relative to the messaging from Learning Reconsidered (ACPA & NASPA, 2004). The
document characterizes all student affairs professionals as educators. Given this, if being
an educator is based on ethos, then ACPA and NASPA are assuming that all student
affairs professionals have educator ethos towards their work. That is to say, student
affairs professionals have the necessary knowledge and skills to embrace their identities
as educators and are in environments that are conducive to doing so. This perspective
does seemingly elevate the title of ‘educator’ as it implies more than just where someone
works, but there are flaws in this perspective, as it is entirely possible that some student
affairs professionals do not have the skills, dispositions, and environments to have an
educator ethos.
With all of this said, ‘educator’ can be a complicated word. Even with only the two
concepts of function and ethos, the term ‘educator’ could be used by two people to mean
two different things. The matter is even more complicated by the fact that the two
concepts are not mutually exclusive. A person can be an educator by function and
educator by ethos, such as a faculty member who cares about individualized growth and
development. But this is not always the case. For example, as a function, faculty are
educators based on the nature of what they were hired to do; as an ethos, faculty may not
be educators depending on their mindsets and approaches to their work. Alternatively, as
a role, groundskeepers at college campuses are not educators as their primary role is not
helping facilitate learning nor is success of their work generally measured against student
learning; as an ethos, groundskeepers could be considered educators if they are invested
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in their students’ successes and intentionally create learning opportunities for students.
Student affairs professionals are not immune to this either, being in positions that may or
may not be considered educators by the nature of the roles and may or may not be
considered educators based on their ethos. These complications arise from merely the duo
of understandings for what it means to be an educator that arose from this research, and
do not even consider the possibility that other understandings for the term may exist that
this research did not capture.
Recommendation: ‘Educator’ Needs to Be Better Collectively Understood for Student
Affairs
It would be easy to say all people who work at educational institutions are educators.
It would be easy to say that educators work in front of classrooms and teach students. It
would be easy to say that educators are dedicated to helping others learn. At least from
the data collected in this research, though, all of these statements would be met with
contention due to questions surrounding what it means to be an educator, even among
student affairs professionals.
It is this contention that makes the true meaning of Learning Reconsidered (ACPA &
NASPA, 2004) so difficult to understand. Prior to this document, the history of student
affairs generally reveals that student affairs professionals were regarded as something
other than ‘educators’ and that their work as something other than ‘educational.’
However, this document declared the field of student affairs a field of educators. It did so
with the conjecture that “learning and development” are not “fundamentally different
things” as one could not “occur without the other” (p. 2). While this statement was
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grounded in educational and developmental research, it did not clearly define what it
looks like for student affairs professionals to be educators. Given the difference between
the work of traditional educators and student affairs professionals, this created a great
deal of grey area for people to interpret the meaning of student affairs professionals as
educators, at least among the participants of this study.
This grey area in terms of what it means to be an educator was evidenced by the dual
meanings of ‘educator’ that the participants often seemingly went back and forth
between. Even after discussing it for a bit, there was still ambiguity for the participants
on what it meant to be an educator. They generally felt and believed that they were
educators, but the definition of the word ‘educator’ seemed to continue to be murky.
Beyond this, for many of the participants, what it means to be an educator has been an
individual endeavor and not a prominent aspect of their professional spheres. For a
fundamental aspect of the work of student affairs, one would think that the meaning of
‘educator’ for student affairs would be a prominent topic. However, this was often
expressed not to be the case. As noted by Melissa, determining what it looks like for her
to be an educator as a student affairs professional is something that she has had to
independently make meaning of:
“[Being an educator] is something I think I've defined for myself in the role… It's not
a part of the, the position description, but I think that there always is this part of, like, ‘be
there for the students’ and ‘be accessible and, and help the students, guide the students.’
But what that means is very, very vague and, and arbitrary, and so we kind of need to
figure out for ourselves as individual professionals.”
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For student affairs professionals to be successful, they need to understand what it
means for them to be educators. They need to know what is expected of them in terms of
the activities and tasks they are undertaking and how they are expected to approach those
activities and tasks. And these ideas cannot simply be understood from individual to
individual: the idea of what the term ‘educator’ means as it relates to student affairs needs
to be better collectively understood by the entire field.
In essence, conversations need to take place to ensure that student affairs
professionals are speaking the same language. Given ‘educator’ as a core identity for
student affairs professionals - both as a conveyed expectation from the leading
organizations and as an expressed identity for many of the participants - there should be a
common meaning that is established for student affairs professionals beyond simply
‘being’ educators. This conversation should be taking place in both small and large
settings, from national organizations down to collegial chats. Beyond simply having the
conversation, once the idea takes root, it should be spread, accordingly.
Ultimately, the complications of the term ‘educator’ should be remedied so that the
field of student affairs and student affairs professionals can all be meaning the same thing
when the descriptor and label of ‘educator’ is used.
The Theoretical Idea of ‘Educator,’ Conclusion
When making sense of the data presented in Chapter Four, the interpretations and
recommendations were arranged via three key aspects of the participants’ professional
lives: the theoretical idea of ‘educator,’ the student affairs educator, and the student
affairs educator’s environment. This section reviewed the interpretations and
206

recommendations relative to the first aspect, the theoretical idea of ‘educator.’ This
theoretical idea of what an ‘educator’ is is a significant factor that directly and indirectly
impacts student affairs professionals and their environments. Although only a single
interpretation/recommendation pairing, the fact that ‘educator’ is such a complicated
word on its own, as demonstrated by the participants, speaks to the necessity for more
ongoing conversation to be happening regarding what it means for student affairs
professionals to be educators. This is especially true given ‘educator’s prominence in the
participants’ self-descriptions as educators and in the leading organizations’
nomenclature. As an entire collective body, the field of student affairs and the
professionals within the field should be engaging in work to clarify what exactly is meant
when student affairs professionals are identified as educators. Doing so will bring about
better unity within the field and create better understanding surrounding the language and
how it applies to student affairs professionals’ ongoing work and daily lives.
The next section reviews interpretations and recommendations based on the student
affairs educator.
The Student Affairs Educator
The second aspect to be explored is the student affairs educator, i.e., the participants
themselves. This aspect within the participants’ professional lives encompasses
everything that they bring to their roles that is independent to the educational
environments they happen to be working in. This includes many of the sources of
professional identity development noted in Chapter Four, such as personal values and
attitudes from their upbringings, undergraduate experiences, and graduate programs. It
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also includes their other professional and life experiences that influence who they are as
individual professionals. Put in other words, this aspect is the participants’ intrinsic
professional identities. Given the importance of identity as demonstrated in Chapter Two,
the ideas connected to this aspect are powerful and important for the participants.

Figure 6: Participants’ Professional Lives, 2
This section explores three interpretations with subsequent recommendations. The
first interpretation is participants’ self-identities align with the profession’s expectations
in spite of fairly negative sentiments towards the profession with the recommendation for
the profession to improve in terms of the profession’s norms and professional
organizations. The second is understanding identity-as-educator through Marcia’s
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Identity Status Theory with the recommendation to cultivate identity-as-educator,
particularly for student affairs roles less akin to traditional educator roles. The third
interpretation is student affairs education is most akin to pragmatism and postmodernism
with the recommendation that student affairs work should be tied to articulable,
meaningful outcomes.
Participants’ Self-Identities Align With the Profession’s Expectations In Spite of
Fairly Negative Sentiments Towards the Profession
This interpretation brings the research somewhat full-circle: the research began by
questioning how the leading organizations’ positions of student affairs professionals as
educators connect with the professionals, and sheds light on how the participants connect
back to the leading organizations. In this interpretation, the participants’ strong identities
as educators are examined relative to the leading organizations. This section details how
the participants do align with the leading organizations in spite of a somewhat apathetic
or negative view of the organizations, and recommends that the profession work to
improve these sentiments.
Interpretation
One of the starting points for this research was the question of whether or not the
perspectives from national organizations were congruent with those of average student
affairs professionals. Reviewing the field’s history, the work of student affairs was
initially conducted by faculty, themselves, in addition to their academic demands. Faculty
led recreational programming, advised organizations, and handled the administrative
tasks of colleges. However, as colleges grew, people were hired to fulfill these non209

academic tasks to enable faculty to better fulfill their academic demands (Springer et al.,
1995). Hence, the field of student affairs professionals was created.
In the beginning, this group of professionals - known at the time as student personnel
officers - was explicitly characterized as serving in roles other than that of educators, as
made evident by the original guiding document of the field of student affairs, The Student
Personnel Point of View (ACE, 1937). Their administrative work, such as advising,
enrollment management, financial aid, and recreational sports, was valued, but distinct
from ‘education,’ i.e., the work being performed by faculty in traditional academic
settings between faculty and students. The document states:
The purpose of this volume would be to inform administrators, faculty, and the general
public of the complex human problems that are involved in education. Stressing
scholarship and intellectual development, educators frequently take for granted or
actually overlook the philosophy which we have herein before called the student
personnel point of view. (American Council on Education, 1937, p. 11, emphasis added)
Note the distinction between the writers of the document (“we”) and “educators.”
As higher education grew, though, the language surrounding these professionals
shifted. The statements from on-campus and national organizations evolved, starting with
the title of ‘educational officers (ACE, 1949)’ to the relatively current label of ‘educator’
as produced by the document Learning Reconsidered (ACPA & NASPA, 2004).
Again, the starting question for this research was how do student affairs professionals
self-identity and is that congruent with the leading national organizations’ perspectives?
The answer, without a doubt for the participants of this research, was that they
absolutely identify as educators in congruence with national organizations, as
demonstrated by quotes such as Andre’s: “I definitely see being an educator as, like, the
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most important part of my role and I think the part that I value the most.” Also from
Keith: “I think educator is almost everything that we do.”
Understanding this identification - particularly due to the conviction with which the
participants identified as such - demonstrates the alignment between the participants’
self-views and the perspectives of the leading organizations.
The quandary, then, is considering this alignment in the context of their thoughts
regarding the leading organizations.
In understanding what it means to be a student affairs professional and an educator,
the participants shared thoughts regarding the profession as a whole, including values and
norms of the profession and the major organizations. Generally speaking, outside of
agreeing with the organizations on the perspective that student affairs professionals are
educators, there were generally negative attitudes towards the profession, a disconnect to
be remedied.
Regarding norms of the profession, work-life balance - or rather a lack thereof - was
frequently mentioned. Melissa’s concise thought of, “I think that the mantra in student
affairs is ‘you live your job,’” encapsulates many of the participants’ reflections on their
lack of work-life balance and their feelings of being overworked.
Accountability - or, again, lack thereof - was another aspect of the profession
mentioned. Andre shared, “we espouse accountability as a value but then we don't do
anything to actually follow that up. And the folks that are doing work to hold themselves
accountable are not rewarded for it.”
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Many people commented on the expectation surrounding student affairs professionals
to always be happy. Jane said, “I feel like my identity is supposed to be… um, warm and
fuzzy, and polite... and... You know, kind of, you know, just sort of needing to put a
positive spin on everything.” Veronica put this in a more colorful way: “Student affairs
professionals are the individuals when the Titanic is sinking and we're still, like,
playing... like a band is still playing, like we’re the band.”
Along with norms and expectations, many participants expressed negative sentiments
towards the leading organizations. Rather than being central beacons of development and
opportunities for the participants, leading organizations were described as surface level
professional development opportunities that serve as little more than opportunities for
veterans of the field to congregate and exchange stories. Andre characterized the
unwritten goal of leading organizations as ‘how to play the game better’ rather than
actually develop proficient educators dedicated to helping others learn and impacting
society. Cameron noted that she was fairly active in these professional organizations as a
graduate student to bolster her experiences and increase her chances of getting a job, but
that she has not really considered maintaining her presence in them due to not feeling like
there was much to gain from the time and effort. While not universal, many of the
participants who did not share negative reactions about the organizations at least
demonstrated apathy from the organizations’ lack of appearance in the participants’
responses during the interviews.
Collectively, this means that student affairs professionals’ perspectives of themselves
as educators do align with the profession’s general stance, but this may not necessarily be
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a cause-and-effect relationship given the participants’ somewhat negative responses
regarding the profession as a whole.
Recommendation: The Profession Needs Development
The alignment between the participants and the organizations along with the
participants’ fairly negative sentiments towards the profession creates an opportunity for
growth and development. It is clear that despite the aforementioned alignment, there are
many elements of the profession that need work for student affairs professionals to feel
better connected with the profession. Tying back to data from Chapter Four surrounding
the participants’ thoughts on the profession, work needs to be done surrounding the
norms and expectations of student affairs, along with adjustment with the profession’s
leading organizations.
As noted, when asked about the profession’s values and expectations, responses were
fairly negative, many surrounding norms such as being expected to not have work-life
balance, student affairs professionals not being able to be their authentic selves, and a
lack of accountability. Regarding these norms and expectations, these are elements of the
profession that individual institutions and leaders can directly play a part in altering (or
reinforcing if they are seen as positive, but that seems unlikely). Leaders at higher
education institutions can recreate cultures within divisions of student affairs by
conveying new messages about the expectations and values they want to see. By
delivering new ideas about what it means to be student affairs professionals, such as
encouraging work-life balance and being authentic, student affairs professionals can
focus on the actual values and expectations of the field that lead to empowering change
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through education. It would also then fall to the student affairs professionals, themselves,
to embrace those changes and act, accordingly. Additionally, in an indirect manner,
leading organizations can also impact these norms and expectations by passing along
similar messaging to their members and institutions. Much like the message of student
affairs professionals being educators, messaging such as this from the organizations
should empower student affairs professionals and inform institutions of what the field of
student affairs wants to see happening at higher education institutions.
The other major aspect that was spoken of negatively was the field’s leading
organizations, described as social gatherings without real substance designed to teach
people how to ‘play the game’ rather than help students. To counter these negative
perceptions and general disconnect, leadership in these organizations need to take action.
As leading organizations of the profession, student affairs professionals should feel
connected to the organizations and be interested in regularly integrating new ideas and
messaging coming from these organizations into their own ethos, beliefs, and behaviors.
Organizations should be engaging in more outreach and creating better accessibility
across the board. As a specific recommendation, more input from student affairs
professionals regarding what they want to see from the organizations would increase buyin. All of this should create a more engaged body of members within the profession,
enhancing their understanding and capacity to serve students.
In addition to the meaningful development of the members through their engagement,
this would also strengthen the overall sense of the profession. Being a student affairs
professional would begin to hold increased weight as the members of the profession
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develop a deeper sense of connection with one another and the field. Doing so would
work towards continuing to build legitimacy for the professionals to fall back on when
they feel their value and worth is being questioned, a frequent topic of discussion
throughout the interviews and one that is discussed later in this chapter.
Based on the participants’ responses regarding the profession of student affairs, it is
apparent that there is work to be done. Efforts need to be made to make the profession
feel like a profession, one where there is common language and a sense of pride for being
a part of that profession. Doing so will not only improve the individual members of the
profession, but will, in turn, improve their capacity to serve students and fulfill their
drives to be educators.
Understanding Identity-as-Educator Through Marcia’s Identity Status Theory
The second interpretation/recommendation pair relative to the participants as
individuals is in regards to the participants’ identities as educators when considered
through the lens of Marcia’s Identity Status Theory. From this vantage point, although
the participants have decided to identify as educators, conscious consideration for the
meaning of that choice is lacking, and more cultivation of the identity would be
beneficial.
Interpretation
Throughout the data, although not always contextualized in the same way, it is clear
that the participants generally identify as educators. As previously noted, being an
educator was one of the very first things that many of the participants shared when asked
to describe themselves. Identity-as-educator was salient from the start and interwoven
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into much of how they characterized themselves. For many of the participants, ‘educator’
is a construct that has been prevalent throughout their lives, having developed deep
meaning and reverence for the idea from family members as educators and influential
educators throughout their own educational experiences.
Knowing this perspective presented by the participants is essential for understanding
how they make sense of themselves as educators. The alignment between this selfperception and the values and standards upheld by the field of student affairs and their
working environments is a fundamental facet of healthy professional identity (a topic
further explored later in this chapter) (Goltz & Smith, 2014). However, while the
participants identify as educators, this information, alone, is not enough - at least
according to Marcia’s Identity Status Theory (Marcia, 1966). More important than the
participants’ self-expressed identities, to fully understand the participants identifying as
educators, how the participants came to have this self-identification needs to be
understood.
Marcia’s Identity Status Theory (Marcia, 1966) considers an individual’s identity
based on the degrees to which the individual has explored and committed to the various
components of that individual’s identities. Knowing the identities one assigns to one’s
self is not enough; it is also essential to know the crises and explorations that led to the
adoptions of those identities (Erikson, 1968; Hardy & Kisling, 2006; Marcia, 1966). For
any given identity for an individual, depending on if the individual has engaged in any
conscious consideration and if the individual has made a conscious decision, a status can
be applied to that particular identity. Statuses include identity diffusion (no conscious
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consideration given and no conscious decision made; simply the way it is and generally
the first and only way presented), identity foreclosure (a decision was made but without
conscious consideration; going with the flow), identity moratorium (conscious
consideration was given, but no conscious decision was made; undecided but aware), and
identity achievement (conscious consideration was given and conscious decision was
made; decided and aware). (Marcia, 1966). An individual can be in any of these statuses
for any of their identities and they are not necessarily linear or finite (Hardy & Kisling,
2006). These statuses are visualized here in Table 29.
Table 29: Marcia’s Identity Statuses, 2
No Conscious Consideration
Given

Conscious
Consideration Given

No Conscious
Decision Made

Identity diffusion

Identity moratorium

Conscious
Decision Made

Identity foreclosure

Identity achievement

With this, the formations of the participants’ identities need to be considered. This
was an integrated aspect of the interviews. The interview questions were designed in a
way to build from very broad (e.g. getting to know the participants) to very narrow (e.g.
asking about educational philosophies). Considering this structure, it is important to
acknowledge that the deeper into the interview process the participants went, the more
and more they commented on the novelty of the topic of identity-as-educator and the
question directly addressing the subject. Participants frequently opined that they had
never been asked questions about themselves as educators and had not ever considered
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the idea beyond surface level. This was particularly the case at the end of the third
interview: Christine shared, “You made me think about stuff that I probably hadn’t
thought about before;” Jane commented, “You're making me think about stuff that I’ve
actually never really thought about before...at least not that in-depth;” Veronica shared, “I
think I have to do some more self-reflection. Like, how the heck did I get here?”
Sentiments such as these were echoed by most of the participants and speak to a lack of
conscious consideration regarding what it means to be an educator as a student affairs
professional despite many of the participants’ expressed self-identifications as educators.
With this lack of conscious consideration, the participants would generally fall into
either the identity diffusion (no conscious consideration given, no conscious decision
made) status or the identity foreclosure (no conscious consideration given, conscious
decision made) status. Both statuses are based on a lack of conscious consideration, with
the difference being if there was a conscious choice made. In the case of the participants,
the question for understanding their perspectives through Marcia’s Identity Status Theory
(Marcia, 1966) becomes one of understanding how they came to define themselves as
educators. While not universal, some participants did share a plethora of words that they
could use to describe themselves, coach and helper being the most prominent. Their use
of the term ‘educator,’ though, did suggest a choice was made from other viable options,
as opposed to using the term because it was presented to them as the only option. This
would fit with the idea of a conscious choice having been made, which would in turn
apply the identity foreclosure status to some of the participants - that is, they have
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decided on their identities as educators yet have not had the opportunities to intentionally
reflect upon the meaning of that choice for themselves as student affairs professionals.
Ultimately, whether conscious choices were made or not for the participants’ use of
the word ‘educator,’ it is abundantly clear from the data that most of the participants have
not had the opportunities to intentionally consider and reflect upon what it means for their
roles as student affairs professionals to be educators. This intentionality that has not been
undertaken is an essential element of being able to maximize their identities as educators
and enables the identity to move close to the forefront of each participant’s collective
identity (Marcia, 1966).
Considering the importance of identity and the conviction with which the participants
identify as educators, one would think that continuing to develop identity-as-educator
would be an ongoing process and high priority. However, as made evident, this has not
been the case.
Recommendation: Identity-as-Educator Needs Cultivation
As demonstrated by analysis of the data through the lens of Marcia’s Identity Status
Theory (Marcia, 1966), more intentional development around identity-as-educator is
necessary. Engaging in this type of practice will enable the participants to more fully
understand and embrace their identities as educators. An approach for this to happen is to
capitalize on the expressed important sources of professional development in the
participants’ lives: grad school and professional relationships.
Among the participants that attended traditional higher education graduate programs,
many cited this time as being heavily influential to their professional identity. It was then
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that key values surrounding higher education were introduced. For example, Rachel
shared what she learned during her graduate program:
“You know, just through my master's program, you know, I was exposed to a lot of,
you know, writings and articles and theories on student affairs and student development.
And so I think that initially sort of got me energized about the profession, just sort of
thinking about how the profession kind of came to be and how it coexists with academics
at an institution.”
For some, this was when the concept of being an educator as a student affairs
professional was introduced to them beyond their own notions of what being an educator
looks like. Veronica explained, “I honestly think it probably started off in grad school, of
this idea of, like, being an educator in our role.” Bear in mind that Veronica also said that
considering what it means to be an educator as a student affairs professional was a novel
experience for her.
Given all of this, graduate programs would benefit from providing intentional
opportunities for student affairs graduate students to reflect on what it means to be an
educator as student affairs professionals. Like Veronica, many participants had been
exposed to the language surrounding their roles as being educators but not much beyond
that initial exposure. Engaging in dialogue and making sense of their roles relative to the
collective educational landscape should enhance their professional identities.
While not all participants attended traditional student affairs graduate programs,
nearly all participants did cite professional relationships, specifically supervisors, as
being primary sources of their professional identity development. Jane’s response
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exemplifies the importance of her supervisor in her ongoing professional development:
“The most important and valuable [professional relationship] is my boss... He has served
as a mentor to me, both academically and professionally.” Others shared these same
perspectives about their supervisors and how they have been highly influential in molding
and shaping their professional identities.
Understanding the power of the relationships between the participants and their
supervisors, their supervisors can be powerful influencers for cultivating their identities
as educators. Whether as a formal aspect of the participants’ roles or otherwise, by
focusing on what it means to be an educator and the ways in which the participants are, or
are not, being educators, that identity can be brought to the forefront of their work. In line
with research around professional identity (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005), this should
result in increased productivity and satisfaction for the participants which should translate
into better education and experiences for students.
One participant’s story particularly highlights how intentional reflection on her
identity-as-educator has enhanced her professional identity. Zoe, a full-time professional
and current student in a student affairs PhD program, commented on how her identity-aseducator has ebbed and flowed throughout her career. Zoe expressed seeing herself as an
educator during her Master’s program, losing sight of that while she was a newer
professional, and ultimately rediscovering and better embracing her identity-as-educator
through her PhD program. When asked to elaborate on that path and what specifically
reignited her self-identification as an educator, Zoe credited it to the intentional efforts of
faculty in her PhD program:
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“I think it was taking the time to actually reflect about it and think about it. I think I
work in a pretty - and probably everybody in student affairs would say this - a pretty fast
paced office. Every time we think we get downtime, we somehow fill it with something
and change something. Um, so I don't know that I'd ever really stopped to think about it...
And I think that was really the biggest thing, not necessarily [my faculty member] telling
me [I am an educator], but her giving us opportunities to reflect on how we are educators
and what that means to us and what pieces made us feel like we're educators.”
Zoe went on to say that this shift has been an important one for her and has enabled
her to better see the impact she is having on students.
It is clear from the data that there is a disconnect between the participants’ identities
as educators and the development of those identities in their work, work that is described
as that of educators by their leading organizations. Given graduate programs and
supervisors as their biggest sources in understanding what being a student affairs
professional means, these sources are key starting points for identity-as-educator
cultivation.
Secondary Interpretation/Recommendation: Consciously Cultivate Roles Less Prone
to Identifying as Educators
In addition to the overall ongoing lack of development for the participants’ identities
as educators, there was also a more specific sector of student affairs professionals that
seemed like they would greatly benefit from this sort of development: student affairs
professionals in roles less akin to traditional educator roles.
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Two of the nuance presented in Chapter Four created somewhat conflicting
definitions for what it means to be an educator, with one considering educator as a
function and the other considering educator as an ethos. Despite their differences, though,
the interplay between the two ideas suggested a relationship between them, this being that
people who engage in work more similar to that of traditional educators are more likely
to adopt an educational ethos. The inverse was also suggested to be true, meaning that
people who do not engage in work more similar to that of traditional educators are less
likely to adopt educator ethos. Put into more specific wording pulled from the nuance of
educator being a function, student affairs professionals working directly with students in
formal capacities are most likely to adopt educator ethos, while those working indirectly
with students in informal ways (or potentially not working with students at all) are least
likely to adopt educator ethos.
The impact of this on identity-as-educator is that it is easier to feel like an educator
when working directly with students in a formal capacity. Effectively, one’s identity-aseducator is more naturally nourished when working directly with students. Raider’s
apprehensions about moving away from directly interacting with students highlight this:
“Because for me, educator is, is at the heart, my purpose. And the thought of removing
myself from the line where I could educate the most people, and, and be disconnected
from students… is rough.”
This means that, given the broad range of roles throughout student affairs, some
student affairs professionals’ identities as educators may naturally sway from the
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forefront of their minds during their work. Cameron shared her thoughts on this for
specific functional areas of student affairs:
“I don't know that I'd want to work in the financial aid office or be a registrar office
processor... I think it’s because I cannot see how I would be an educator in that role. That
is not to suppose that others couldn't be an educator in that role, but there's no clear
connection for me on, on how I could support student... not even support student learning
in that role, but, like, play that active partner in that role.”
Cameron’s thoughts convey the idea that direct, meaningful student interaction plays
a part in the capacity for student affairs professionals to feel like educators. For the roles
specifically identified by Cameron, roles far removed from traditional notions of
educators, this type of student interaction simply is not there.
Cameron’s examples were for specific functional areas. However, direct student
contact and formal settings can also naturally wane as student affairs professionals move
up in their careers. Veronica, an assistant director for a student conduct office (a
functional area of student affairs frequently characterized by participants as educational),
described how her identity-as-educator shifted as she moved up in her office. Veronica
said her identity-as-educator was exceptionally prevalent when she first entered the
profession but also indicated that her identity-as-educator has decreased when asked
about her present professional identity as an assistant director:
“So I think for being in an administrative role and supervising others and that being
my main function and overseeing processes, I don't think I, in my every day capacity, no.
Because the majority of my time isn’t spent with students. And so I think it's one of those
224

that I appreciate the moments when I do interact more with students, I can have some of
those educational moments. I think at this point, especially more supervising
administrative staff and overseeing some more, like, training of full-time staff that are in
volunteer roles within our office, that it's not necessarily there. So yes, I would go with
probably a smaller piece of my professional identity at this time.”
Veronica’s response demonstrates how identity-as-educator can feel tied to formal,
direct student interaction, and moving away from these aspects of the work can stymie
identifying as an educator.
Functional areas with limited direct student contact and leaders in student affairs
(regardless of functional areas) are two specific groups of student affairs professionals
that may be more easily inclined to lose sight of identity-as-educator. Professionals in
these areas may need to find intentional, creative ways to nourish their identities as
educators, such as meeting with student leaders or teaching seminars/classes.
Alternatively, given the participants’ acknowledgement of leaders and supervisors as
their primary sources of development, leaders and supervisors need to specifically keep
these professionals in mind when considering identity-as-educator development, as they
may necessitate even more intentional development than their peers in positions more
similar to traditional educator roles.
Student Affairs Education is Most Akin to Pragmatism and Postmodernism
The third and final interpretation/recommendation pair relative to the participants as
individuals is in regards to comparing the actual work being performed by the
participants to traditional educational philosophies. In doing so, it is clear that the work of
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student affairs professionals as educators is most akin to pragmatism and postmodernism
via social justice. As such, to maximize their identities as educators, their work and goals
should be intentionally framed in these manners.
Interpretation
One option for understanding what it means for student affairs professionals to be
educators is to frame their work in terms of traditional educational philosophies, such as
idealism, realism, pragmatism, existentialism, and postmodernism. These were each
reviewed in greater detail in Chapter Two. Although none of these philosophies were
cited by name from the participants, their own thoughts on what they hope they
accomplish in their work and what they hope their students take away from their
educational experiences most closely align to postmodernism (via social justice) and
pragmatism.
The connections between the participants’ views on education and postmodernism are
fairly overt when considering the participants’ inclination towards social justice in their
work. Postmodernism is grounded in the belief that historically-accepted truths are
rationales and narratives developed by the ruling parties to maintain power.
Postmodernism encourages truth being formed by individuals based on their personal
histories and interpretations of information. Because of this, postmodernism is closely
associated with diversity, equity, and inclusion work (Gutek, 2004; Noddings, 2016).
Postmodernism via social justice was apparent in the first theme’s (what does it mean
to be an educator) specific nuance of more than a job as one of the clusters of meaning
that contributed to this nuance was related to social justice orientation. Across 73
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statements from 11 participants, social justice, diversity, equity, and inclusion were
mentioned as important notions of the student experience and as outcomes for education.
Zoe’s thoughts on how her work connects to social justice speak to this:
“I think the biggest piece for me is this, like, using inclusive pedagogy… And I think
that there's a lot of ways that education is systemically and systematically oppressive to
people of color, to any kind of minoritized student populations. So a lot of, you know,
what I have viewed as my education, educational philosophy is, ‘what role can I play in
dismantling that?’”
The similarities between Zoe’s comments and language surrounding postmodernism
via social justice reflect other participants’ thoughts regarding their work and approach.
In addition to postmodernism, many participants invoked elements of pragmatism in
their descriptions of their educational work. Pragmatism focuses on learners not learning
knowledge simply for the sake of the knowledge, but learning so as to apply that
knowledge to achieve desired outcomes. Pragmatism prioritizes relevant information
rather than just ‘the facts one should know’ (Noddings, 2016; Tan, 2006).
Christine, an emergency services coordinator who responds to students in crises,
described her approach to her work as more about empowering the students through the
knowledge she can provide and facilitate: “I don't have to kind of solve all of the
problems for them, but I am there to point them in the right direction, connect them to
the, to the resources or the offices.”
This empowerment mindset was echoed by others as they described how they
interacted and worked with students. Phrases such as ‘letting them decide’ and ‘what they
227

feel is best’ were characteristic of how the participants often approached working with
students.
Based on examples such as these running throughout the majority of the interviews, it
is fair to say that the participants’ work closely aligns with pragmatism and
postmodernism via social justice. However, as previously noted, this connection was
almost strictly through description and not specific names of philosophies and principles.
Recommendation: Student Affairs Work Should Be Tied to Articulable, Meaningful
Outcomes
Knowing how the participants understand their work as student affairs professionals
provides clarity for what it means to them to be educators. This information also informs
the type of work that enables identity-as-educator to be fulfilled. By understanding that
they see the purposes of their roles as pragmatic and postmodernist via social justice,
steps can be taken to better maximize the participants’ identities as educators. In doing
so, the participants’ work can be better tied to articulable, meaningful outcomes.
The first part of this recommendation is that the outcomes of student affairs
professionals’ work should be focused on pragmatic and postmodern (via social justice)
outcomes. Although only minorly noted in the data from Chapter Four, many of the
participants commented on the bureaucratic nature of higher education. Ian’s comments
were particularly salient surrounding this. Although he is passionate about his work,
some of the tasks and limitations he faces, particularly administrative hurdles and behindthe-scenes bureaucracy, make him question the point of his work: “I think all of those
things together really made me question… Is there really a benefit to having student
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governments? Do they do a good job of advocacy, and how do we help them be better
advocates? Or is [having a student government] really, in most cases, just a
checkbox…?” Throughout the interviews, Ian displayed strong inclinations towards
pragmatism and postmodernism via social justice as the ultimate outcomes of higher
education, and it was jarring to hear that the bureaucratic aspects of his work interfere
with his capacity to be a high quality student affairs professional given his passion for the
work.
Ultimately, as educators, student affairs professionals should be in positions where
their work is focused on meaningful educational outcomes that align with what education
is striving for. Revisiting Ian’s comments, he expressed that he feels most fulfilled as an
educator and as a student affairs professional when he is helping students grow and
empowering them to be successful, contributing citizens. His enthusiasm for providing
powerful experiences for students and empowering them to change the world was
somewhat overshadowed by the headaches he has experienced, and this should not be the
case. Given the association between what the participants’ described as the desired
outcomes of their work with the ideas of pragmatism and postmodernism via social
justice, these are the outcomes that should be at the center of student affairs work. If this
slips too far behind administrative to-do’s and bureaucratic red tape, then student affairs
professionals’ identities as educators will not be able to thrive. And if the field is
anything like the participants for this research, this would not do well for student affairs
professionals, overall, who would begin to disconnect their work from their strong
identities as educators.
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The second part of this recommendation is that student affairs professionals should be
exposed to and educated on formal educational philosophies. Although the participants
were able to describe what they hope to achieve through their work as educators, none of
the participants invoked any of the traditional educational philosophies by name. Even
beyond the language, it was clear that the idea of educational philosophies was not a
prominent topic in the participants’ professional development based on their responses to
the question about educational philosophy. Some participants, such as Cameron,
immediately commented on the novelty of the question: “I don't think that in all of my
grad school experiences or any leadership kind of staff meetings or trainings or retreats
that I have ever been asked what my educational philosophy is.” When participants did
respond, they often invoked ideas such as individualization, growth, and relationships certainly strong ideas contained in some philosophies but still somewhat dancing around
different philosophies. The final go-to response was from participants who had
previously been K12 educators who considered how they were encouraged to maintain an
educational philosophy as K12 teachers but are no longer encouraged to do so. Rachel
explained:
“In being a teacher, you're encouraged to, like, sort of reflect on your teaching
philosophy and just how you fit into that profession. And that... at least for me, I don't
know if I've been encouraged in the same way to do that reflection and sort of establish
my own set of values as a higher ed professional.”
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This contrast between traditional education’s focus on educational philosophy and
higher education’s lack of focus is striking and serves as an interesting distinction
between formal and informal education.
The point here is that student affairs professionals should be able to clearly articulate
their work as educators. They should be exposed to traditional educational philosophies,
particularly pragmatism and postmodernism, although others such as idealism, realism,
and existentialism would do nothing but broaden their educational expertise. As a
specific nuance of postmodernism, student affairs professionals should learn about
Critical Race Theory and Culturally Responsive Pedagogy to not only have the language
but to have the somewhat formal skills and knowledge necessary to integrate those ideas
into their social justice work. All of this professional development and education would
help student affairs professionals better process what it means for them to be educators in
connection with the greater scope of education. It would also empower their identities as
educators by having pertinent language to describe themselves to others. Furthermore,
this would enable student affairs professionals to develop their own educational
philosophies to apply to their work.
Combining these two recommendations, the essence is that student affairs
professionals should be set up to be able to achieve their pragmatic and postmodern (via
social justice) goals that they have for education. In addition to accomplishing those
goals, they should be able to clearly articulate them to others to precisely convey the kind
of work that they are doing as educators. Through supervisors, personal growth
opportunities, and professional development, student affairs professionals should be
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consistently ensuring that the frame of their work aligns with larger goals akin to
pragmatism and postmodernism, should be frequently engaging in understanding the
education landscape, and should often reassess their work to ensure that the goals and
philosophies they have set for themselves are not taking back seats to other aspects of the
work.
The Student Affairs Educator, Conclusion
This section reviewed the interpretations and recommendations relative to the student
affairs educator, the second aspect of the three used to organize the data’s discussion
throughout this chapter. The interpretations presented in this section focused primarily on
the student affairs professionals, themselves, and who they are as professionals. The ideas
included comparing the participants’ identities to the expectations of the profession for
student affairs professionals with the recommendation that the profession needs to
improve to best enable student affairs professionals to thrive and feel connected to the
profession. This section also detailed how the participants’ self-expressed identities are
understood relative to Marcia’s Identity Status Theory (Marcia, 1966) with the
recommendation to cultivate identity-as-educator through intentional reflection on the
topic, especially for student affairs roles far removed from traditional educational
notions. Finally, the section attempted to make sense of the participants’ work relative to
traditional educational philosophies with the recommendation that student affairs
professionals’ work should be tied to meaningful, articulable outcomes. Implementing
these recommendations should foster growth and development of student affairs
professionals’ identities as professionals and as educators, thus creating stronger
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individual identities and a deeper professional identity for the collective field of student
affairs.
The next section reviews interpretations and recommendations based on the student
affairs educational environment.
The Student Affairs Educational Environment
The third and final aspect to be explored within the participants’ professional lives is
the student affairs educational environment, i.e., the setting that the participants find
themselves working in (the full diagram is recreated just below in Figure 7). This aspect
within the participants’ professional lives encompasses everything that surrounds them as
professionals. Stated another way, the student affairs educational environment is
everything external to the participants that factor into their capacities to be successful
student affairs professionals.
Noting some of the common elements stated by the participants, the student affairs
educational environment includes direct supervisors, values, priorities, and processes of
institutions, the overall field of student affairs, and the collective field of education.
These are elements of the participants’ professional lives that they have little control over
but can have substantial impact on their capacity to be successful student affairs
professionals.
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Figure 7: Participants’ Professional Lives, 3
This section explores only a single interpretation with subsequent recommendations.
The primary interpretation is that the view of student affairs professionals as educators is
not universal with the recommendation for student affairs professionals to more fully and
overtly embrace the title of ‘educator’ for themselves. Connected with this interpretation,
the importance of institutions clarifying their expectations regarding student affairs
professionals being educators is also discussed.
The View of Student Affairs Professionals as Educators is Not Universal
The primary interpretation/recommendation associated with the student affairs
educational environment is that the view of student affairs professionals as educators is
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not universal. As demonstrated in Chapter Four, participants were generally vocal about
identifying as educators. However, when considering what it means to be an educator particularly when compared to other educators outside of student affairs - a common idea
was that student affairs professionals are not universally viewed as educators. Participants
cited students, faculty, and people outside of higher education not acknowledging student
affairs professionals as educators. Ultimately, it is on student affairs professionals to own
their identities and to express them, accordingly, if student affairs professionals want to
be considered educators by people outside of student affairs. In a sense, such action
should continue the work initially posed within Learning Reconsidered (ACPA &
NASPA, 2004) that sought to redefine the terms ‘education’ and ‘educator.’
Interpretation
Via the dual understandings of educator as a role and as an ethos, it’s been established
that educator can be a complicated notion. While this may be the case in general, the
participants of this study clearly identify themselves as educators in both role and ethos.
They believe that they have the capacity to cater distinct educational opportunities for
their students and do so from roles deserving of being considered educators. However,
despite their own self-perceptions as educators, the participants also generally expressed
the belief that student affairs professionals are educators is not a universal belief, a fact
that can negatively impact student affairs professionals.
To understand the brand of education taught by student affairs professionals that is
not universally perceived as ‘educational,’ the theme that discussed the educational work
of student affairs (as described by the participants) will be briefly revisited. The theme of
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what student affairs professionals accomplish in their work discussed what the
participants of this study accomplish in their work as educators. One of the two nuances
of this theme surrounded somewhat classic notions of student affairs. Participants
discussed supporting the students’ educational experiences, helping students wherever
they need help, and building relationships and connections. Ian shared thoughts on his
role as a supporter for the student experience: “There are a lot of different places where a
university connects with students, and really trying to figure out where my role is in
supporting the student experiences, in supporting student learning.”
The other nuance tied to what the participants accomplish in their work was related to
holistic education. Often characterized as ‘life education,’ the educational outcomes of
student affairs typically invoked ideas of citizenship, teamwork, and leadership. Skills
and knowledge such as these were deemed essential educational outcomes when
considering holistic education as the ultimate goal of higher education. Furthermore,
these were often characterized as distinct outcomes from student affairs that students
generally do not receive in their academic endeavors. Zoe’s comments highlight this
distinction:
“Looking at, like, the holistic education of a student, I think we're educating to
different parts of the student at times. So I think faculty may be educating like, literally,
the student mind in teaching them a specific subject area… Whereas a student affairs
professional, we may be educating more the other holistic parts and, you know, educating
in general, like, life and transitions, leadership skills, other things that they may not be
learning specifically from faculty in a classroom sort of setting. But I think that the
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holistic education of students is really important. So I think that you have to have both of
those roles to fully educate students.”
These two nuances, support towards academic success and holistic education distinct
from academics, encapsulate the participants’ thoughts on how they are educators and the
work they accomplish that supports that notion. Considering this through the lens of the
themes surrounding what it means to be an educator, student affairs professionals would
be educators based on their function of teaching ‘life education’ to students. They would
be educators through their mindsets and approaches (i.e., ethos) to the work with ideas
such as individualized education and growth mindsets, but this could vary from
professional to professional.
Despite this, the participants routinely expressed feeling like they are not actually
perceived as educators by various groups, reminiscent of imposter syndrome. The
historical narrative of student affairs professionals as not being educators seems to be
more in line with the average perception of what it means to be an educator, as opposed
to the more recent statements and beliefs situating student affairs professionals as
educators. Rachel’s thoughts on this were very clear: “I think if you asked that to a lot of
different people, they would just simply say faculty are educators, student affairs
professionals are not. I think students would even say that.” This also manifested through
reluctance to use the term ‘educator’ to describe their work, such as Andre’s statement: “I
definitely think there's still a level of formality that I think student affairs folks would be
scared to say 'I’m an educator'.”
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This culminates in the fact that student affairs professionals being perceived as
educators is not universal. Furthermore, the disconnect between how the participants
identify themselves as educators and how others do not identify them as educators
matters based on the importance of professional identity. The constant struggle between
their personal perceptions and the perceptions of others within their own professional
spheres has the potential to negatively impact their work as educators.
Recommendation: Student Affairs Professionals Should Embrace Identifying as
Educators
Throughout the interviews, the participants often passionately identified as educators.
They had been influenced by educators throughout their lives and displayed pride in
carrying on the work of educators towards goals such as life education and social justice.
With this in mind, it was jarring to have some of the participants shutter that passion
when describing how they hesitate to identify as educators outside of student affairs. This
hesitation was often attributed to the previously noted general sense that student affairs
professionals are not universally accepted as educators. Ariel Gilmore’s thoughts on her
reservation to describe herself as an educator outside of student affairs highlight this
point: “They don't mean that, the type of education that I'm in right? Yes I work at a
college, but if somebody were to then ask me, ‘okay, what do you teach?’ I don't teach
anything so I feel like it doesn't fit.”
There is a gap between the participants' self-identity and what they feel they can
express. In line with identity literature, this gap can negatively impact many aspects of
identity (e.g., Ibarra, 1999). Andre’s thoughts in response to not being able to express
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himself as an educator highlighted this point: “There's definitely times where, where it
would be nice if that perspective aligned... it just makes me think of, like, how many
folks, I think, don't always understand exactly what I do.” Given the strength with which
so many of the participants identify as educators, this gap should be addressed. Work
needs to be done for student affairs professionals to be comfortable in expressing
themselves via identifying as educators. They should also be able to engage in a
conversation and be received as an educator when identifying as such.
The path for changing this opinion of student affairs professionals not being educators
has to begin with student affairs professionals, themselves. They have to be willing to
embrace the challenge to change the vernacular surrounding the ideas of education and
educators. Although this is exactly what leading organizations did via Learning
Reconsidered (ACPA & NASPA, 2004) by attempting to redefine and reshape what
education is, for the world outside of student affairs, it cannot start with the leading
organizations statements, as the leading organizations for student affairs are not likely to
change the language or opinions of people outside of student affairs. Student affairs
professionals have to let themselves be heard as being educators. They have to overtly
own and exude their identities as educators and express them, accordingly. Taking these
steps to change the perceptions surrounding the field of student affairs as a field of
education being composed of educators is essential for internal and external professional
identities to align.
Beyond simply being willing to own their identities as educators and express those
identities, this change also comes through having meaningful words and actions to
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support those expressions of identities. Student affairs professionals’ work should be
truly educational by nature and move beyond what might be considered ‘administrative’
or ‘bureaucratic work.’ In line with a prior recommendation, student affairs professionals
need to know how their work is that of educators and need to be able to convey that
information. Their work actually needs to embody meaningful, focused work that can be
framed in educational paradigms. Through their actions and words, student affairs
professionals have to take charge in the task of being viewed as educators by empowering
others to see and understand the brand of education provided by student affairs
professionals.
It is important to keep in mind that these efforts may be met with confusion or even
pushback. Numerous participants noted how the average person may not even understand
what student affairs professionals do in general, let alone understand how student affairs
professionals are educators when compared to the traditional idea of what being an
educator means. Some participants also noted the seeming power and reverence that
comes with being an ‘educator,’ and people may feel that student affairs professionals are
trying to commandeer that reverence from others. In either of these cases, if student
affairs professionals can convey themselves as educators with the same passion that the
participants did during the interviews, the efforts to both internally and externally identify
as educators ultimately should be well received.
By student affairs professionals owning their identities as educators and confidently
expressing that identity to others, student affairs professionals should become more
commonly accepted as educators and be able to identify as such.
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Secondary Implication/Recommendation: Institutional Perspectives Need to Be Clear
and Overt Regarding If Student Affairs Professionals are Viewed as Educators
A particular area of the participants’ professional lives that played a major role in
their capacity to identify and function as educators was the institutions the participants
work at. While not substantial enough to be a theme or nuance of its own, the institutions
were frequently described as being heavily influential in their working lives. The
understandings of the institutions regarding student affairs professionals being educators
or otherwise is an important factor in student affairs professionals identifying as
educators.
While not widespread across the participants, the idea of institutional pressure for
how student affairs professionals function was mentioned in the interviews. In regards to
how her professional identity has formed and manifests in her work, Rachel said, “the
institution's influence on identity… So I don't know if other people think about it like
that. But clearly, that has an impact on sort of how I, you know, do my job and think
about my role.” This matters because it influences student affairs professionals’
capacities to enact their innate identities as educators, thereby influencing their job
satisfaction and productivity (Suls & Wheeler, 2012). Due to this influence, institutions
need to establish positionality regarding student affairs professionals as educators.
By institutions overtly establishing this positionality, student affairs professionals will
be able to assess the alignment between their intrinsic identities and the identities
expected of them. Regardless of alignment as educators or otherwise, this knowledge
should better set student affairs professionals up for success. With congruence as
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educators, student affairs professionals will be empowered to be educators, thereby better
connecting with their work, feeling more valued at their institutions, and being
empowered to embrace their titles as educators. These three areas of opportunity are
mentioned as they were specifically addressed during interviews.
Regarding the three areas of opportunity previously mentioned, as an example of not
being able to connect with work, Ariel Gilmore, someone who shared her strong belief in
the power of student affairs professionals as educators and of herself as an educator,
expressed a lack of connection to her work due to ambiguity about her primary function:
“Right now, the biggest thing I'm working on is finding students who haven't paid off
their fall balance, like... So I'm hounding them about that. Like, I don't... I work as a, you
know, occupancy manager, really, I'm a property manager essentially. And so, you know,
I don't get to subscribe to some of that. People don't see me as an educator.”
As an example of feeling undervalued, Melissa commented on the historical value
placed on student affairs professionals: “Staff weren't valued then and I, and I still don't
think that we've made it to the point where we're valued as much as faculty yet.”
Regarding embracing titles as educators, Rachel shared, “as a student affairs
professional, I know that I, you know, educate students. I know that that's woven into my
role, but I wouldn't tell my friends that are not in the education industry that I am an
educator.”
Institutions simply making it clear how they perceive student affairs professionals
would help alleviate all three of these issues, thereby enabling student affairs
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professionals to more closely align their intrinsic identities with their work, thereby
creating benefits for themselves, their students, and their institutions.
It is also worth noting that overt statements such as these from institutions may also
create a lack of congruency, whether that is the institution expecting identity-as-educator
to be prevalent and a student affairs professional not identifying as an educator, or vice
versa. This knowledge would essentially give permission to the professional to learn,
grow, and adapt to the expectations being placed on them if the professional’s desire is to
stay at the institution. Otherwise, this would enable the professional to see a clear lack of
fit with the institution and potentially find alternative institutions to work for that would
provide better empowerment for identifying as an educator.
While the overarching organizations and participants, themselves, identify student
affairs professionals as educators, it is important for institutions to make it clear their
stance on the matter. By overtly sharing this, a clear direction will be set for student
affairs professionals. In the case of the participants of this study, such direction would
enable them to fully embrace their identities as educators and empower them to act
accordingly.
The Student Affairs Educational Environment, Conclusion
The discussion for the data from Chapter Four was arranged via three key aspects of
the participants’ professional lives: the theoretical idea of ‘educator’, the student affairs
educator, and the student affairs educator’s environment. This section reviewed the
interpretations and recommendations relative to the third aspect, the student affairs
educational environment. The ideas presented in this section focused on aspects of the
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student affairs educational environment and how they impact student affairs
professionals. The primary interpretation was that the view of student affairs
professionals as educators is not universal. From this interpretation, the recommendation
was that there is a need for student affairs professionals to embrace their identities as
educators. It was also noted that institutions should make their stances on student affairs
professionals being educators (or not) overt as numerous participants reported
institutional influence on their capacities to function as educators. Implementing these
recommendations should help create an environment that is receptive and supportive of
student affairs professionals identifying and operating as educators, thereby empowering
their identities as educators to emerge stronger in their lives.
Interpretations and Recommendations, Conclusion
This portion of the chapter presented the interpretations and recommendations for the
data detailed in Chapter Four. This information was framed via a construct involving
three aspects: the theoretical idea of ‘educator,’ the student affairs educator, and the
student affairs educator’s environment. Generally speaking, the recommendations
provide steps that could be taken to cultivate identity-as-educator for student affairs
professionals, ways to support and enhance student affairs professionals’ work, and ideas
for building a better connection between the student affairs professionals and the
environment that they work in. All of this should culminate in a better alignment between
the professionals’ self-views as educators and their capacity to embrace those identities,
both internally and externally, thereby increasing their ability to successfully serve and
educate students.
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Based on the data as presented in Chapter Four and the interpretations and
recommendations made in this chapter, the final portions of this chapter review
limitations of the research and topics of further study.
Limitations of the Research
As with any research, this study had limitations that need to be taken into account
when considering the outcomes. This section reviews the following limitations: lack of
demographic diversity, singular scope of schools, and the small participant pool. These
limitations also create opportunities for future research which is documented in the
corresponding section of this chapter.
Lack of Demographic Diversity
Reviewing the participant data in Table 6 and Table 7, there is some diversity among
the 12 participants. No two participants attended the same graduate programs, only three
participants share functional areas (residence life), there is a good spread across years in
the profession, and there is a variety of schools and geographic locations represented.
However, the lack of demographic diversity cannot be overlooked. Only three of the 12
participants identified as male. Every participant identified as cisgender. Only one
participant identified as Black or African American, only one identified as Latinx, and
the other 10 identified as white. While reflective of the field of student affairs (e.g.,
Pritchard & McChesney, 2018), this lack of demographic diversity came despite reaching
out to over 60 schools across 16 geographically distinct areas of the United States.
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Singular Scope of Schools
For this research, the potential schools contacted were mid-to-large sized, public,
non-profit, four-year institutions. The need to narrow down the list of all possible schools
to a smaller group was based on the fact that previous research has demonstrated that the
experiences of student affairs professionals depends on the types of institutions they work
at (Hirt, 2006). Based on this, it is reasonable to assume that the research, if conducted
for different types of schools, such as for-profit, small, or private, may yield different
results for how those student affairs professionals make sense of their professional
identities.
Singular Scope of Professionals
Mid-level student affairs professionals were selected as they represent the largest
group of student affairs professionals. This group of professionals brings multiple years
of professional experience but also still work closely with students (Fey & Carpenter,
1996; Mintzberg, 1989; Young, 2007). Clearly what it means to be an educator as a
student affairs professional may not be the same for all student affairs professionals, and
conversations on the topic with entry-level and senior-level professionals may generate
different answers and perspectives.
Relatively Small Participant Pool
Although small participant pools are characteristic of qualitative studies (Creswell,
2013), only having 12 participants is on the smaller side for a phenomenological study.
Creswell (2013) suggests having between five and 25 participants for phenomenological
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studies. Having upwards of twice as many participants could change the nature of the
data.
Topics for Further Study
Either from the data collected as part of the research or the previously mentioned
limitations, numerous topics for further study have emerged.
Extensions of Understanding Identity-as-Educator for Student Affairs
Professionals
One of the implications of this research is that identity-as-educator does not receive
much ongoing development for the participants. However, this research was limited by its
participant pool as the subjects were mid-level professionals in generally traditional
student affairs roles at mid-to-large sized, public, non-profit, four-year institutions. Given
the importance of identity, the results of a similar study but for other schools and bodies
of student affairs professionals may also yield interesting results. Differences in the
studies may include:
•

Changing the types of universities contacted, such as focusing on private or
religious institutions;

•

Targeting specific participant demographic identifiers, such as race, ethnicity,
gender, and sexuality; or

•

Changing the types of professionals contacted, such as entry- or senior-level
student affairs professionals.

Any of these deviations has the ability to produce more robust knowledge regarding
identity-as-educator across the student affairs professional spectrum.
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Capacity to Be Educators for Student Affairs Professionals
This research was predicated on the changing nature of the student affairs profession.
Historically, student affairs professionals were not hired to be educators as they were
doing administrative work separate from the educators (ACE, 1937; Springer at al.,
1995). However, now they are tasked with being educators from their leading
organizations (ACPA & NASPA, 2004). While this does establish new meaning and
direction for student affairs work, it invokes questions about the structures and
accountability metrics that student affairs professionals work within and are evaluated
against. It would be insightful to understand if they structures that student affairs
professionals work within enables or restricts their capacities to be educators, whether as
a function or an ethos.
Other University Staff as Educators
One of the research questions of this study was understanding how student affairs
professionals make sense of themselves as educators when compared to other educators
on campus. Through those questions, the participants established their collective belief
that anyone on a college campus has the capacity to be an educator; furthermore, by-andlarge, the idea of being an educator was generally presented as elevating the work
someone is doing. Knowing this, it may be interesting to investigate how the other groups
of professionals on a college campus, namely faculty and auxiliary staff, view themselves
and their work. Much as how this research used national organizations’ perspectives to
frame what is ‘supposed’ to be happening, the information gathered from conversing with
these other groups could be framed in regards to how they are ‘supposed’ to be doing
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their work, either through established standards or from university leadership. This
information should provide more clarity on how all professionals of the collective college
environment perceive themselves and their work.
Hierarchy on College Campuses
Connecting to the nuance regarding legitimacy of the student affairs profession, some
of the participants of this study suggested there are hierarchies of importance on their
campuses. This sense of hierarchy could be investigated in a number of ways to
understand how professionals perceive themselves and their peers relative to their
professional bubbles. This information may further shed light on those concerns of
legitimacy expressed from some of the participants. It may also further promote the
potential need for colleges and universities to rethink their cultures depending on the
outcomes and the desires for their higher education realms.
Identity-as-Educator and Graduate Programs
Many of the participants noted that their exposure to the idea of student affairs
professionals being educators happened in their graduate programs. However, despite this
exposure, based on the responses to the interview questions, this was not a topic that
much time was spent on during graduate programs. It might be interesting to speak to
directors of student affairs graduate programs to find out their perspectives on identity-aseducator and to understand how they do or do not integrate it into their programs. This
information may help inform best practices for graduate programs and for supervisors.
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Research Conclusion
The creative portion of this research’s title is ‘an educator out of water.’ That title was
originally chosen as a manifestation of the researcher’s uncertainty of whether or not he
felt like he could identify his work as that of an educator despite being a student affairs
professional. Educational leader, yes, but perhaps not educator. Having completed the
research, the researcher certainly would fit into the title of educator as it was laid out
here. Furthermore, perhaps he is not alone in feeling like an educator out of water.
In the epoche of chapter one, many questions were raised around what it means to be
an educator: questions surrounding where one works or how one works or one’s job title
dictating one as an educator. From the outcomes of this research, the answer to all of
those questions is simply ‘yes.’ The salesperson dedicated to making sure customers
understand the product is an educator. The professor who lectures straight from the book
is an educator. The janitor at a school who knows every student’s name and expresses
concern when someone is absent is an educator. And yet, the answer to all of those
questions is also simply ‘no.’ The salesperson’s ultimate outcome is not contingent on the
education of others. The professor is lecturing, not educating. The janitor wasn’t hired to
educate the students, just clean up after them.
The point is that it depends, and because of that, all people who self-identify and are
identified as educators have the possibility of being educators out of water. Or at the very
least, feeling like they’re in the wrong water.
If nothing else, this research demonstrated that there are at least pockets of student
affairs professionals that strongly identify as educators, an identification in line with the
250

national organizations. However, it also demonstrated that those pockets may not be able
to fully embrace that identity, regardless of their conviction towards it. The
simultaneously complementing and contradicting views of educator as a role and as a
mindset perfectly represent this quandary: they may identify as educators, they may be
doing work of educators, they may even be in roles of educators, but none of that changes
the fact that they function in a capacity that has historically not been viewed as educators.
This may change, though, as the conversation regarding holistic education continues to
spread across the higher education landscape.
One thing is absolutely clear: the participants in this research are a group of dedicated
professionals who care about the success of their students, both present and future. Their
work and the work of their peers matter. And regardless of how they are viewed, their
conviction for themselves as educators will continue to shine through.
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Appendix A: Email to Senior Student Affairs Officers
Hello, my name is David McCoy and I am a PhD student from the Morgridge College of
Education at the University of Denver. As a fellow student affairs professional with 11
years in the field, I am asking for your assistance in completing research for my
dissertation. This research is a study about identity-as-educator for student affairs
professionals. I am contacting you because you are a senior student affairs leader working
at a non-profit, four-year public university. My hope is that you will pass the recruitment
email below along to your student affairs division.
Should a person decide to participate in this study, that person will complete a brief, fiveminute survey about their professional position and potentially engage in three one-hour
follow-up interviews as part of my data collection. For the interviews, I would like to
audio/video record the conversations and then use the information to complete my
dissertation regarding professional identity in student affairs professionals. All names and
identifiers will be removed from the interviews.
Remember this is completely voluntary. Anyone can choose to be in the study or not, and
they can withdraw, without penalty, anytime. If you’d be willing to help, please pass
along the email below to your division. If you have any questions about the study, please
e-mail or contact me at david.mccoy@du.edu, or 979.709.2160.
Thank you very much.
Sincerely,
David McCoy
Faculty Sponsor:
Dr. Paul Michalec, PhD
University of Denver, Morgridge College of Education
paul.michalec@du.edu
303.871.7952
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Appendix B: Email to Possible Participants
Hello, my name is David McCoy and I am a PhD student from the Morgridge College of
Education at the University of Denver. As a fellow student affairs professional with 11
years in the field, I am asking for your assistance in completing research for my
dissertation. I have asked your supervisor to pass this message along to you to inquire
about you participating in my research study. This research is a study about identity-aseducator for student affairs professionals. You’re potentially eligible to be in this study
because you are a student affairs professional working at a non-profit, four-year public
university.
If you decide to participate in this study, you will complete a brief, five-minute survey
regarding your professional position and potentially engage in three one-hour follow-up
interviews as part of the data collection process. For the interviews, I would like to
audio/video record our conversations and then use the information to complete my
dissertation regarding professional identity in student affairs professionals. All names and
identifiers will be removed from the interviews.
Remember this is completely voluntary. You can choose to be in the study or not, and
you can withdraw, without penalty, anytime. If you’d like to participate, please complete
this preliminary survey. If you have any questions about the study, please e-mail or
contact me at david.mccoy@du.edu, or 979.709.2160.
Thank you very much.
Sincerely,
David McCoy
Faculty Sponsor:
Dr. Paul Michalec, PhD
University of Denver, Morgridge College of Education
paul.michalec@du.edu
303.871.7952

276

Appendix C: Screening Survey Questions
1. First name
Short answer
2. Last name
Short answer
3. Preferred email
Short answer
4. Preferred phone number
Short answer
5. Graduate program(s) attended and major(s)
Short answer
6. Highest degree obtained
Multiple choice
i.
Bachelor's
ii.
Master’s
iii.
PhD
iv.
EdD
v.
Other:
7. Years worked in student affairs
Multiple choice
i. 0-2
ii. 3-5
iii. 6-8
iv. 9+
8. Title of current position
Short answer
9. Is your current position part-time or full-time?
Multiple choice
i.
Part-time (less than 32 hours/week)
ii. Full-time (greater than or equal to 32 hours/week)
10. Is your current position primarily on-campus or remote?
Multiple choice
i.
Mostly on-campus, in-person work
ii. Mostly off-campus, remote work
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11. Years worked in current position
Multiple choice
i.
1-2
ii. 3-5
iii. 6-8
iv. 9+
12. Title of direct supervisor
Short answer
13. Number of full-time professional supervisees
Multiple choice
i.
0
ii. 1-2
iii. 3-4
iv. 5+
14. Number of graduate assistant supervisees
Multiple choice
i.
0
ii. 1-2
iii. 3-4
iv. 5+
15. Number of departments overseen
Multiple choice
i.
0
ii. 1
iii. 2
iv. 3+
16. Which descriptor do you believe best fits you?
Multiple choice
i.
Entry-level professional
ii. Mid-level professional
iii. Senior-level professional
17. Age
Multiple choice
i.
21 to 30
ii. 31-40
iii. 41-50
iv. 50+
v.
Prefer not to answer
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18. Which race descriptor best fits you
Multiple choice
i.
White
ii. Black or African-American
iii. Latinx
iv. American Indian or Alaska Native
v.
Asian
vi. Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander
vii. Other (please specify)
19. Gender
Multiple choice
i.
Cisgender Male
ii. Cisgender Female
iii. Transgender Male
iv. Transgender Female
v.
Other (please specify)
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Appendix D: Follow-Up Email to Possible Participants
Dear [insert name],
My name is David McCoy and I am a student from the Morgridge College of Education
at the University of Denver. You recently completed a preliminary survey regarding my
dissertation into professional identity of student affairs professionals, and I’m emailing to
inquire about continuing in the study. I am specifically following-up with you as you are
generally considered a mid-level student affairs professional and will help add to the
array of individuals I am hoping to contact with for the research.
If you decide to participate in this study, you will engage in three one-hour long
interviews with me via a digital platform (e.g. Zoom) where we will discuss your
professional identity as a student affairs professional, specifically diving into what it
means to be an educator in the profession. I would like to audio/video record our
interviews and then use the information for my dissertation.
Remember, this is completely voluntary. You can choose to be in the study or not, and
can withdraw at any time. If you would like to participate, or if you have any questions
about the study, please email or contact me at david.mccoy@du.edu, or 979.709.2160.
Thank you very much.
Sincerely,
David McCoy
Faculty Sponsor:
Dr. Paul Michalec, PhD
University of Denver, Morgridge College of Education
paul.michalec@du.edu
303.871.7952
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Appendix E: Interview Protocol
Interview #1: Opening Protocol
1. Give the participant unsigned version of the Consent Form to keep.
2. Read Preamble.
Preamble
I’m David McCoy. Today is [fill in date] and we are at [fill in location] talking with [fill
in name]. Thanks so much for agreeing to this interview! The reason why we asked you
to participate in this interview is to hear about your views on how you make sense of
your professional role as a student affairs professional.
I am going to spend the next hour or so asking you some questions about who you are
and your professional identity. The consent form that you completed prior to this
interview means that I can record our discussion so that I can listen to it later and use it to
write a report. I will ask the questions and occasionally take notes of the conversation for
referencing purposes. This is meant to be part of a dissertation; as such, the transcript and
my interpretations will be accessed by members of my committee and will be generally
public upon completion. However, all efforts will be made to obscure your identity in all
information and your name will not appear anywhere on the report, so it’s OK for you to
tell us what’s on your mind.
Any questions? <pause> Great! Let’s get started.
Interview Questions (research question(s) are in parentheses)
First… I’d like to just learn about who you are.
It’s important to have the context for who you are and how you got to where you are
today. That will help us make sense of some of our later questions.
1. Simply stated, tell me about yourself. Who is <insert name>?
Listen for:
• Key events and times in life
• Hints of philosophy for life
• Dispositions
• Influential experiences
• Friends and family
• Hobbies and interests
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2. Where are you from and what brought you to where you are now?
Listen for:
• Initial sparks for professional interests
• Major milestones in work
• Ambitions when younger
• Ambitions for now
• Personal investment in work
3. How did you decide to become a student affairs professional? If this has already
been addressed in the previous question, perhaps ask to elaborate with any specific
examples.
Listen for:
• Key events and times in life
• Hints of philosophy for and for work
• Dispositions
• Influential experiences
• Elements of personality
4. On an average day, how do you spend your time when working?
Listen for:
• Rhythm/cadence of the day
• What activities generally take up time on a regular day
• What sorts of things are not spoken about
5. Which parts of your work do you find most rewarding, and which parts do you find
most challenging?
Listen for:
• Work areas of greatest interest
• Work areas of least interest
• A preview of professional identity
6. What makes your life meaningful outside of work? How do you spend your time?
Listen for:
• Dispositions
• Hobbies and interests
• Friends and family
• Personal and professional associations
7. Who are your most important relationships and what do you value about them?
Listen for:
• Friends and family
• Mentors
• Personal and professional relationships
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Now I’d like to wrap up the interview by making sure I didn’t miss anything.
•
•

At the beginning of the interview I asked what you about xxxxx. Some of the
things I heard include……
And I asked you about XXX. Some of the things I heard include……..

Is there anything else you’d like to share from our conversations so far?
From here, I’ll be transcribing and making sense out of this interview. Out of all the
things we've talked about today -- of maybe some topics we've missed -- what should I
pay most attention to? What should I think about when I read your interview?
Would you be interested in receiving a copy of the transcript?
Please contact me if you think of anything else that you’d like to tell me about what
we’ve talked about today between now and our next interview (be sure they have
contact information).
Thanks for sharing your thoughts and experiences with me. This data will be extremely
helpful for me in this assignment. I look forward to our next interview happening
[date/time/location]. I suspect I will be following-up on many of the topics addressed
today, as well as taking a more direct approach with certain questions related to
professional identity and identifying as an educator.
Interview #2: Opening Protocol
Preamble
I’m David McCoy. Today is [fill in date] and we are at [fill in location] talking with [fill
in name]. Thanks so much for agreeing to this second interview! We’re continuing our
conversation about how you make sense of your professional role as a student affairs
professional.
As with the last interview, I am going to spend the next hour or so asking you some
questions about who you are and your professional identity. The consent form you
completed prior to our first interview means that I can record our discussion so that I can
listen to it later and use it to write a report. I will ask the questions and occasionally take
notes of the conversation for referencing purposes. This is meant to be part of a
dissertation; as such, the transcript and my interpretations will be accessed by members
of my committee and will be generally public upon completion. However, all efforts will
be made to obscure your identity in all information and your name will not appear
anywhere on the report, so it’s OK for you to tell us what’s on your mind.
Any questions? <pause> Great! Let’s get started.
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Interview Questions (research question(s) are in parentheses)
Last interview, we talked a lot about who you are and it gave me a wonderful
opportunity to get to know you. Thank you for that. Now I’d like to dive deeper on
your perspectives and thoughts on professional identity.
Professional Identity (1)
8. Last interview you shared how you got into student affairs. Let’s dig deeper on that:
what does it mean to you to be a student affairs professional?
Listen for:
• Key ideas and phrases
• Experiences that shape definition
• Strong convictions regarding identity
• Grey areas regarding identity
9. Describe yourself as a student affairs professional to me. What key words, phrases,
values and/or principles might help me understand your beliefs, actions, and behaviors
when working?
Listen for:
• Key ideas and phrases
• Experiences that shape personal characterizations
• Mentors and advisors
• Formal and information learning experiences
• Considerations made to form present beliefs
10. Some of the things I heard there were <repeat back key concepts>. In many ways,
these ideas help make up your professional identity as a student affairs professional.
What events in your life have contributed to this professional identity you laid out?
Listen for:
• Pivotal experiences
• Large ideas about identity formation
• Mentors and advisors
• Key concepts that underlie the individual’s professional identity
• Change overtime; evolution in thinking
11. As a student affairs professional, what is your professional identity ‘supposed’ to
be? Where have you gathered these expectations?
Listen for:
• Connections to the profession
• Mentors and advisors
• Possible stories to follow-up on
• Allusions to education
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12. To what degree do you identify with the profession of student affairs?
Listen for:
• Knowledge of profession’s expectations/beliefs
• Deliberation with what is ‘supposed’ to be
• Crossroads
13. Have you ever experienced any events in your student affairs path that made you
consciously consider some aspect of your professional identity? Follow up if needed:
Have there been any tensions, challengings, or wonderings that have happened to you
as a professional that made you stop and strongly consider who you are and/or what
you believe as a person and as a professional?
Listen for:
• Crises
• Deliberate contemplation about identity
• Commitments made
• Acceptances and rejections
• Evolution
14. Are there any values of your profession that you have consciously accepted or
rejected?
Listen for:
• Crises
• Deliberate contemplation about identity
• Commitments made
• Acceptances and rejections
• Evolution
Now I’d like to wrap up the interview by making sure I didn’t miss anything.
•
•

At the beginning of the interview I asked what you about xxxxx. Some of the
things I heard include……
And I asked you about XXX. Some of the things I heard include……..

Has our discussion brought up any other major aspects of your professional identity
that you would like to address?
Is there anything else you’d like to share from our conversations so far?
From here, I’ll be transcribing and making sense out of this interview. Out of all the
things we've talked about today -- of maybe some topics we've missed -- what should I
pay most attention to? What should I think about when I read your interview?
Would you be interested in receiving a copy of the transcript?
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Please contact me if you think of anything else that you’d like to tell me about what
we’ve talked about today between now and our next interview (be sure they have
contact information).
Thanks for sharing your thoughts and experiences with me. This data will be extremely
helpful for me in this assignment. I look forward to our next interview happening
[date/time/location]. I suspect I will be following-up on many of the topics addressed
today, as well as taking a more direct approach with certain questions related to
professional identity and identifying as an educator.
Interview #3: Opening Protocol
Preamble
I’m David McCoy. Today is [fill in date] and we are at [fill in location] talking with [fill
in name]. Thanks so much for agreeing to this third and final interview! We’re
concluding our conversation about how you make sense of your professional role as a
student affairs professional.
As with the last interview, I am going to spend the next hour or so asking you some
questions about who you are and your professional identity. The consent form you
completed prior to the first interview means that I can record our discussion so that I can
listen to it later and use it to write a report. I will ask the questions and occasionally take
notes of the conversation for referencing purposes. This is meant to be part of a
dissertation; as such, the transcript and my interpretations will be accessed by members
of my committee and will be generally public upon completion. However, all efforts will
be made to obscure your identity in all information and your name will not appear
anywhere on the report, so it’s OK for you to tell us what’s on your mind.
Any questions? <pause> Great! Let’s get started.
Interview Questions (research question(s) are in parentheses)
Last interview, we discussed your professional identity as a student affairs professional
in a very general capacity. Today, I’d like to discuss a specific aspect (or perhaps not)
of your professional identity: identity-as-educator.
Identity as Educator (2)
15. As a student affairs professional, what would/does it mean for your professional
role to be that of an educator?
Listen for:
• What sorts of epistemological, ontological, and axiological statements are made
regarding being an educator as a student affairs professional?
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16. To what degree would you consider ‘educator’ as an aspect of your professional
identity?
Listen for:
• Contemplation/deliberation/crisis
• Sense-making by the individual
• Degree of prevalence for the identity
• Ideas to follow-up on
17. How does identifying as an educator (or not) align with your sense of purpose?
Listen for:
• Contemplation/deliberation/crisis
• Sense-making by the individual
• Degree of prevalence for the identity
• Ideas to follow-up on
18. Regardless of identifying as an educator, do you have an educational philosophy?
If so, what is it and how was it developed?
Listen for:
• Connections to traditional educational philosophy
• What being an educator means for the individual
• Practical examples of how the philosophy manifests in work
19. Beyond just yourself, would you apply identity-as-educator to your colleagues
and/or to your profession?
Listen for:
• Connections to others/the student affairs profession
• Potential knowledge of the profession’s history and past
20. How are student affairs professionals and faculty different or the same when
viewed as ‘educators?’
Listen for:
• Further definitions of ‘educator’
• Similarities/differences to other educators on campus
21. We discussed faculty; who else on a college campus would be characterized as an
educator? Who would not be characterized as an educator?
•
•

Listen for:
Further definitions of ‘educator’
Comparisons to others who work in an educational environment

Now I’d like to wrap up the interview by making sure I didn’t miss anything.
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•
•

At the beginning of the interview I asked what you about xxxxx. Some of the
things I heard include……
And I asked you about XXX. Some of the things I heard include……..

Has our discussion brought up any other major aspects of your professional identity
that you would like to address?
What about any other thoughts on identifying as an educator that you did not bring up
earlier?
Is there anything else you’d like to share from our conversations so far?
As with the other two interviews, I will be transcribing this interview. Out of all the
things we've talked about today -- of maybe some topics we've missed -- what should I
pay most attention to? What should I think about when I read your interview?
Would you be interested in receiving a copy of the transcript?
Please contact me if you think of anything else that you’d like to tell me about what
we’ve talked about today (hand them business card/email address).
Thanks for sharing your thoughts and experiences with me. The data from these
interviews will be extremely helpful for me in this research.
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Appendix F: Interview Question Breakdown
Interview Question

Research
Question

Conceptual
Framework

Literature

Simply stated, tell me NA
about yourself. Who
is <name>?

Phenomenology; Element of
Holism
phenomenological
interviewing: Seidman,
2019; Understanding the
whole person: Smuts,
1927

Where are you from
NA
and what brought you
to where you are
now?

Phenomenology; Element of
Holism
phenomenological
interviewing: Seidman,
2019; Understanding the
whole person: Smuts,
1927

How did you decide
to become a student
affairs professional?
If this has already
been addressed in the
previous question,
perhaps ask to
elaborate with any
specific examples.

NA

Phenomenology; Element of
Holism
phenomenological
interviewing: Seidman,
2019; Understanding the
whole person: Smuts,
1927

On an average day,
how do you spend
your time when
working?

NA

Phenomenology; Element of
Holism
phenomenological
interviewing: Seidman,
2019; Understanding the
whole person: Smuts,
1927

Which parts of your
work do you find
most rewarding, and
which do you find
most challenging?

NA

Phenomenology; Element of
Holism
phenomenological
interviewing: Seidman,
2019; Understanding the
whole person: Smuts,
1927
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Interview Question

Research
Question

Conceptual
Framework

Who are you when
you are not working?

NA

Phenomenology; Element of
Holism
phenomenological
interviewing: Seidman,
2019; Understanding the
whole person: Smuts,
1927

Who are your most
important
relationships and
what do you value
about them?

NA

Phenomenology; Element of
Holism
phenomenological
interviewing: Seidman,
2019; Understanding the
whole person: Smuts,
1927

Last interview, you
shared how you got
into student affairs.
Let’s dig deeper into
that: what does it
mean to you to be a
student affairs
professional?

How do
student affairs
professionals
define their
role?

Professional
identity

Defining professional
identity: Goltz & Smith,
2014 and Wilson et al.,
2016

Describe yourself as a
student affairs
professional to me.
What key words,
phrases, values and/or
principles might help
me understand your
beliefs, actions, and
behaviors when
working?

How do
student affairs
professionals
define their
role?

Professional
identity

Defining professional
identity: Goltz & Smith,
2014 and Wilson et al.,
2016

Some of the things I
heard there were
<repeat back key
concepts>. In many
ways, these ideas
help make up your
professional identity

How do
student affairs
professionals
define their
role?

Holism;
Professional
identity;
Marcia’s
Identity Status
Theory

Defining professional
identity: Goltz & Smith,
2014 and Wilson et al.,
2016; Understanding
what formed professional
identity: Marcia (1966)
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Literature

Interview Question

Research
Question

Conceptual
Framework

Literature

As a student affairs
professional, what is
your professional
identity ‘supposed’ to
be? Where have you
gathered these
expectations?

How do
student affairs
professionals
define their
role?

Professional
identity;
Marcia’s
Identity Status
Theory

Defining professional
identity: Goltz & Smith,
2014 and Wilson et al.,
2016; Understanding
what formed professional
identity: Marcia (1966)

To what degree do
you identify with the
profession of student
affairs?

How do
student affairs
professionals
define their
role?

Holism;
Professional
identity;
Marcia’s
Identity Status
Theory;
Individual crisis

Defining professional
identity: Goltz & Smith,
2014 and Wilson et al.,
2016; Understanding
what formed professional
identity: Marcia (1966);
Exploring crisis: Erikson
(1968); Considering
other elements of the
system: Smuts, 1927

Have you ever
experienced any
events in your student
affairs path that made
you consciously
consider some aspect
of your professional
identity?

How do
student affairs
professionals
define their
role?

Professional
identity;
Marcia’s
Identity Status
Theory;
Individual crisis

Defining professional
identity: Goltz & Smith,
2014 and Wilson et al.,
2016; Understanding
what formed professional
identity: Marcia (1966);
Exploring crisis: Erikson
(1968)

Are there any values
of your profession
that you have
consciously accepted
or rejected?

How do
student affairs
professionals
define their
role?

Holism;
Professional
identity;
Marcia’s
Identity Status

Defining professional
identity: Goltz & Smith,
2014 and Wilson et al.,
2016; Understanding
what formed professional
identity: Marcia (1966);

as a student affairs
professional. What
events in your life
have contributed to
this professional
identity you laid out?
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Interview Question

Research
Question

Conceptual
Framework

Literature

Theory;
Individual crisis

Exploring crisis: Erikson
(1968); Considering
other elements of the
system: Smuts, 1927

As a student affairs
professional, what
would/does it mean
for your professional
role to be that of an
educator?

How do
student affairs
professionals
understand
their role as
educators?

Professional
identity

Defining professional
identity: Goltz & Smith,
2014 and Wilson et al.,
2016

A.
To what
degree would you
consider educator an
aspect of your
professional identity?

How do
student affairs
professionals
understand
their role as
educators?

Holism;
Professional
identity

Defining professional
identity: Goltz & Smith,
2014 and Wilson et al.,
2016; Considering other
elements of the system:
Smuts, 1927

How does identifying
as an educator (or
not) align with your
sense of purpose?

How do
student affairs
professionals
understand
their role as
educators?

Holism;
Professional
identity;
Marcia’s
Identity Status
Theory

Defining professional
identity: Goltz & Smith,
2014 and Wilson et al.,
2016; Understanding
what formed professional
identity: Marcia (1966);
Considering other
elements of the system:
Smuts, 1927

Regardless of
identifying as an
educator, do you have
an educational
philosophy? If so,
what is it and how
was it developed?

How do
student affairs
professionals
understand
their role as
educators?

Professional
identity

Defining professional
identity: Goltz & Smith,
2014 and Wilson et al.,
2016; Understanding
what formed professional
identity: Marcia (1966)

Beyond just yourself,
would you apply
identity-as-educator

How do
student affairs
professionals

Holism’
Professional
identity

Defining professional
identity: Goltz & Smith,
2014 and Wilson et al.,
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Interview Question

Research
Question

Conceptual
Framework

Literature

to your colleagues
and/or to your
profession?

understand
their role as
educators?

How are student
affairs professionals
and faculty different
or the same when
viewed as
‘educators?’

How do
student affairs
professionals
understand
other
educators
roles in
comparison to
their own
educator role?

Holism;
Professional
identity

Defining professional
identity: Goltz & Smith,
2014 and Wilson et al.,
2016; Understanding
what formed professional
identity: Marcia (1966);
Considering other
elements of the system:
Smuts, 1927

We discussed faculty;
who else on a college
campus would be
characterized as an
educator? Who would
not be characterized
as an educator?

How do
student affairs
professionals
understand
other
educators
roles in
comparison to
their own
educator role?

Holism;
Professional
identity

Defining professional
identity: Goltz & Smith,
2014 and Wilson et al.,
2016; Understanding
what formed professional
identity: Marcia (1966);
Considering other
elements of the system:
Smuts, 1927

2016; Understanding
what formed professional
identity: Marcia (1966);
Considering other
elements of the system:
Smuts, 1927
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Appendix G: Interview Transcript Excerpt
This excerpt is being provided as a means to demonstrate the format and process that
was used to transcribe the interviews. The transcriptions were created by transcribing
the recorded interviews verbatim. This particular excerpt is from the beginning of the
third interview with Keith. Timestamps are intermittently present throughout for afterthe-fact referencing purposes.
** Begin Transcription **
David McCoy: Okay, I'm David McCoy, today's December 14th, and right now we're
connecting via Zoom. I am talking with Keith. Keith, thanks a lot for agreeing to this
third and final interview. We’re concluding our conversation about how you make sense
of your professional role as a student affairs professional. As with the last interview, I'm
going to spend the next hour or so asking you some questions about who you are and
your professional identity. The consent form you completed prior to the first interview
means I can record our discussion so that I can listen to it later and use it to write a report.
I'll ask questions and occasionally take notes for referencing purposes. This is meant to
be part of a dissertation; as such, the transcripts and my interpretations will be accessed
by my members of my committee, as well as will be generally public upon completion.
However, all efforts will be made to obscure your identity and your name will not appear
anywhere on the report, so it's okay for you to tell us what's on your mind. Any questions
today?
Keith: No, sir.
David McCoy: Let's do it then. Last interview, we discussed your professional identity as
a student affairs professional in a somewhat general capacity. Today I'd like to discuss a
specific aspect, or perhaps not, of your professional identity: identity-as-educator. So as a
student affairs professional, what would or does it mean for your professional role to be
that of an educator?
Keith: I think that is 98% of my role... And I say that with a little bit of sarcasm, as
you've gotten to know what, I hope, is a sense of humor. Yeah, as I think about it, I think
educator is almost everything that we do. And so, you know, there's obviously the
professional-to-student educational aspect of it, but also think that there is the
professional-to-professional aspect as educator, as well. Every, every report that I fill out,
every assessment that I do, every plea to the student service fee committee, every
committee I serve on, I think has a very important educational aspect to it. We're
educating each other about, you know, what the laws are, what the policies are, what they
should be, what are the effects if we do this or we don't do that. And so, you know, from
a, from an academic educational standpoint, I think a student of affairs professional is an
educator. I think that's part of our role, but also I think that we're educators, you know,
within our profession, as well, to other professionals.
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David McCoy: Alright, so I mean, you really kind of said this, but to what degree would
you consider educator as an aspect of your professional identity?
Keith: I'll put it another way. I try to I, try to speak in positive terms, but I'll put it in a
negative term. If a student affairs professional does not view themselves as an educator, I
don't think they’re a student affairs professional. They’re something else. I don't know
what they are.
David McCoy: So can you elaborate a little bit more on… What's the word? What's the
word I'm looking for here? … I’ll have some follow up questions later, but I don't, I don't
want to dig into them right now. So I'm just going to move on. We'll see, we'll see what
shakes out… So, how does identifying as an educator align with your sense of purpose?
Keith: I think it… In the student affairs context, I think it aligns... I don't know how you
talk about alignment, but it aligns 100%. That's, that's part of what we do. Our, our boss,
the vice president, that I work for, you know, talks about us as being educators. And one
of the things that he says is that, you know, on the academic side, a student is in a
classroom - whatever in a classroom means these days - but they’re in the classroom, you
know, 12, 15, 18, maybe 21 hours. And that gives them a lot of time for other things. And
so that's where a lot of student affairs professional time is, and so sometimes student
affairs professional has more time with the students to help them and to educate them
than, you know, a faculty member might.
00:05:35.850 --> 00:05:41.700
David McCoy: So what about for you? How does being an educator impact your sense of
purpose?
Keith: It flows through everything I do. I just had a consultation with a student before we
hopped on, and that was one of the things I told her, expressly. You know, I said, you
know, ‘part of our role is to help educate you on, you know, what are, what are the laws?
How do we interpret a contract? Help educate you on options.’ And you know whether
you take them or not is up to the student. But, yeah I’m, I’m 100% on board that our role
is to educate, is to educate.
David McCoy: I want to revisit that idea of what you said in the second question: if a
student affairs professional doesn't view themselves as an educator then they’re not an
educator. What do you think they would be in that case? I know you said you weren't
sure, but if you wouldn't mind just sort of trying to make sense of that for me, I'd love to
hear a bit more, just kind of based on what you said there about, you know, everything.
And I’d just love to try to piece that together with the other answers.
Keith: I think if a student affairs professional doesn't view themselves as an educator, the
only thing that really comes to my mind right now... And this may be an unfair term, I
don't know, because I really, I really haven't, you know, had a chance to think of what's
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the right word or words to describe it... I would say they're, they're a bureaucrat. And
bureaucrats are important, okay? So I'm not, I'm just saying it's a different role. So, you
know, we've got student affairs professionals who do budget analysis and do budgets and
order paper and toner, and all that stuff's essential, like t-shirts and pizza. They know how
to do all that, all that's essential. I would say, are they really... are they educating? I don't
know. But if they go into it, saying, you know, ‘my job is to procure goods and services.’
Yeah, I just don't, I don't know if they view them, view themselves as, as educators. I
think they could. I think there's a component of it. And so I guess what I'm trying to say
is if someone comes into a student affairs role and, and says, ‘I'm not here to educate
anyone about anything.’ And then if I were to ask them, ‘well, what do you view your
role as?’ You know, they would probably say, I don't know, you know, support services
or something? I don't know. I would view it more of a bureaucratic role and how to, you
know, navigate university processes.
00:08:53.280 --> 00:08:59.760
David McCoy: So regarding your own position, obviously educator is a big factor and
educating others is a big factor. How would you feel about your role if you weren't
supposed to educate others? I'm not really sure if that's, if that question makes a lot of
sense, but that's the question I'm asking. So you can tell me if it makes sense.
Keith: It does make sense, and, and my response to that would be, if I were told not to
educate, there's no purpose for this job. There's no purpose for this role. This, that, that's a
core function of what we do here. And so if, if someone were to say... So as I'm thinking
about it, I know I've got sort of a unique role versus some other student affairs
professionals, if someone were to say, ‘your job is to listen to a student and then refer
them to private legal help and that's all you can do. You can't give advice. You can't give
counsel. You can't educate…’ I may still work here, until I could find another job. But
you might as well just put the local bar association and, and the state bar associations’,
you know, helplines on a web page at the university and say, ‘hey, if you got an issue,
call one of these numbers.’ Yeah, so I, I truly do not see how this particular role could
exist absent an educational component of it.
David McCoy: So, in that statement right there, you said, you said if I couldn't counsel, if
I couldn't give advice, if I couldn't educate, the role wouldn't be useful. Are those three
words synonymous for you? Is it synonymous to just give advice, that is educating? So if
I, you know, came to you and I was like, ‘what should I do, what should I do about this
traffic ticket?’ And you said, ‘you should go to court and you should plead your case and
this is what you should do.’ That is educating? Like, are those synonymous?
Keith: You know, so my profession, we're known for using a lot of words that mean the
same thing...
David McCoy: Sure.
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Keith: … and we use them in usually threes, for some reason... ‘you must cease and
desist from doing something.’ Well, you’re telling me the same thing. There probably is a
difference in those words. I don't know what it is. Advice and counsel... to me it's the
same thing as educate. And candidly, it was the same thing I did in large part when I was
in private practice. You know, a client comes to you with a situation and they look to you
to advise them, you know, what's the law? And then - maybe, maybe this is the difference
- you counsel them on what are the options and the risks and benefits of going forward.
Maybe the same thing as like a medical doctor… ‘Doctor it hurts when my arm goes like
this.’ ‘Well, it could be this, could be that, you know, take some Tylenol or go get an
MRI,’ or, you know, whatever the options are. I'm not… as we’re sitting here today, I'm
not sure what the, what the definitions are. I think there's, I do think that they’re probably
synonymous.
00:12:44.010 --> 00:12:52.170
David McCoy: Yeah, it's funny you went back to your, your private practice because
that's what I was gonna end this sort of question line, this line of questions with. You
know, as, as a private lawyer did you find, do you feel like educator was an aspect of that
role? And how would you compare the prevalence of being an educator between where
you are now and where you were before?
Keith: Yeah. Boy, that's a good question. Um, you know, in private practice, you come
with a lot of different types of clients. There's no one type of client. And some clients are
referred to you, you know, from a friend or someone says, ‘hey, I've got this situation,
help me.’ And they really do need a lot of education. ‘This is the law. These are the
procedures we have to follow. You know, I recommend that we file a motion for
summary judgment.’ ‘What’s a motion for summary judgement?’ ‘Well let me tell you,
that means dah dah dah.’ And then, you know, I did a lot of litigation work. And so
you're even educating either a judge or jury, you know, ‘this is what the law says.’ And
sometimes, especially the jury, they’re like ‘huh?’. It's like, ‘yeah, you know, we may not
like it or understand it, but this is what the law says, we have these elements or what not.’
And so a lot of jury practice is about educating the jury about the law then how the facts
fit into the law given the narrative that, you know, best fits your client.... All while being
truthful, by the way. Um, and I think there's, there's a lot of that here, too, in a, in a
student affairs professional. Well, let me back up. In private practice, sometimes you had,
we would refer to them as very sophisticated clients. So maybe you're, you're dealing
with an attorney that works in house for a company, and so they already know what an
MSJ is, and they'll, you know, motion for summary judgment. And I'll say, ‘look, you
know, file the petition, do some discovery, let’s file a motion for summary judgment,
then we'll go from there,’ or whatever the situation is. And so they don't need that type of
education, but then what they do need educational educationally, is, what have you
discovered on their behalf, you know through written discovery or depositions and things
like that? And so, and, and I do think there's a lot of… what's the right word... It
translates into the student affairs professional, as well, both in terms of what I'm doing
with students. This is, you know, hey, you know, for example, the student says, ‘I've been
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kicked out of my rental unit, and I still have stuff in there. Is there any way for me to go
back in and get my stuff?’ And with the advent of Zoom or when people came in in
person, I could say, ‘actually, there is. There's a section on State property code. Let me
show you where it is, show you where to get it, so that you are empowered to see this
stuff, you know, next time. And this is what it says. And this is how you do it. And, you
know, those types of things.’ To me, all of that's very educational. And so, we're, we're
transmitting knowledge and then the application of that knowledge. But even on some
committees I serve on here, there's an educational component and you know it's, it's
like… Well, we're gonna have an expressive activity committee. So what's expressive
activity? What's protected speech? What's protected participation? What's not? You
know, where do we draw the lines? Should we draw lines? And those types of issues.
And, and you know, there are some people who haven't taken a First Amendment class,
or they have and they’ve forgotten it, because there's been no need for it. That's okay! But
you know there are, there are other professionals that you can use that type of education
and to remind them. It's like, ‘hey, well actually, the state legislature passed a law that
said <redacted for identification concerns>...’ And sometimes there's just no, no reason
that people would know that because that's not within their day-to-day per view when
they’re dealing with their tasks or a budget or something.
00:17:36.420 --> 00:17:39.270
David McCoy: Then would you say, would you say that the, sort of the difference
between the work that you're doing now versus the work that you did as a private
attorney was more about the outcome? Like as a private attorney, did you care less about
the education of the client and more of the outcome with the client, versus maybe now
you care more about the education of the student versus the outcome? Because I feel like,
you talked a little bit about that in one of our last interviews, you talked about the
pressure to perform highly and well as a lawyer, which to me, performing well as a
lawyer means winning versus losing. But you also talked about students as, whether or
not they get compensated for x, or they get out of a ticket, they have the knowledge to
say, ‘oh, Mr. Keith told me X, Y, and Z, so next time I'll try this again,’ or something like
that.

298

